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Chapter One

Initial Questions About the Art
and Science of Forgiving
Everett L. Worthington, Jr.

F

orgiveness is both an art and a science. As an art, it deals with the fundamental
questions of our age. It describes how we deal with transgressions and offenses
personally and socially. It touches our mental health and well-being. It reaches
into our relationships. It colors transactions within society and affects intergroup relations. The art of forgiving revolves around personal experience. Case studies as well
as examples from our own and other people’s lives teach us about forgiving.
Forgiveness also is now a science. Does that sound strange? A century ago, medicine was more art than science. Visionary philanthropist John D. Rockefeller, on the
advice of his financial advisor, Frederick T. Gates, asked whether the healing arts
could be studied scientifically and whether Rockefeller could make the most impact
philanthropically by funding the art of healing or the scientific study of healing. Fortunately for all of us, Rockefeller invested in medical science. A century later, science
has armed practitioners of the art of physical healing with research-revealed tools
beyond the wildest dreams of the physician in 1900.
In 1970, virtually no one had studied forgiveness scientifically. Forgiveness was
seen as within the domain of religion, and (despite William James and early flirtation
between psychology and religion) science was uneasy with religion. Only a few intrepid social scientists conducted isolated studies related to forgiving.
Scientific study of forgiveness began in earnest only in the mid-1980s and has
accelerated since that time. It started in the therapeutic community after the publication of a trade book, Forgive and Forget: Healing the Hurts We Don’t Deserve, by Lewis
Smedes (1984). Ironically, Smedes was neither clinician nor scientist. He was a theologian. Yet he started a movement within therapy and science that revolved around
the idea that forgiveness can benefit a person’s mental health and well-being. That
message resonated with therapists, who began to write about how to promote forgiveness in healing for problems in anger, lack of hope, depression, and trauma. In addition, couples counseling and family therapy were natural laboratories for observing
the harm of unforgiveness and the healing benefits of forgiveness.
1
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It wasn’t long before clinical scientists began to create (and study) interventions
to promote forgiveness. Developmental psychologists such as forgiveness studies pioneer Robert Enright began to research how children’s reasoning about forgiveness
developed. Personality psychologists began to study who did or didn’t forgive. Social
psychologists examined how forgiveness showed up or didn’t in daily social interactions. Health psychologists began to study whether and how forgiveness might affect
physical health. In another irony, the study of the relationship between forgiveness
and religion lagged the study of forgiveness in nonreligious contexts.
In the mid-1980s, when most people thought about forgiveness, they associated it
with religion. Even if people were not religious, common culture had imported the
term forgiveness from religious usage. So forgiveness had a religious overtone to it,
even though both religious and nonreligious people used the word. As society became
more postmodern and multicultural, though, forgiveness broke free of the confi nes of
religious communities and even religious connotation. Forgiveness has broadly penetrated popular culture. Tim McGraw, country music superstar, in singing about how
he would live if he knew he were dying, said, “I loved deeper and I spoke sweeter.
And I gave forgiveness I’d been denying” (McGraw, 2004) Forgiveness has received a
lot of public attention.
As more attention has been paid to the study of forgiveness—both in popular
culture and in science—more questions have arisen about what it is, how it develops,
whether it is always beneficial, whether it can be iatrogenic, and how we might help
people forgive if they wish to forgive. As some questions have been answered, new
questions have arisen. The depth of our lack of understanding of what forgiveness is
and what its limits are has become more obvious.

THE ART OF FORGIVENESS
In 1983 in Texas, Karla Fay Tucker participated in the brutal pickaxe murder of Deborah Thornton and Jerry Lynn Dean. Tucker was apprehended, tried, convicted of
capital murder, and sentenced to die by lethal injection, which she did on February
3, 1998. Her case received national attention, however, because of subsequent developments. Then-Governor George W. Bush was a contender for the White House, heightening public interests. Also, Tucker underwent a profound conversion to Christianity
while she was incarcerated. To add to the mix, the brother of Deborah Thornton, Ron
Carlson, contacted Tucker in prison and asked to meet with her to convey to her that
he had forgiven her for the murder. Their meeting resulted in Tucker’s expression of
remorse, Carlson’s granting of forgiveness, and an unlikely friendship. At the execution, Tucker asked Carlson to witness from the side reserved for her supporters. That
created a conflict within the Carlson family. On which side would Carlson sit—Tucker’s side or his sister’s?
The case of Karla Fay Tucker raises many issues of the practicalities of forgiving
and not forgiving. For example, when Tucker converted to Christianity, most of the
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people who knew her testified that she almost certainly was no longer a danger to
society. This raised several questions.
1. Should Governor Bush commute her death sentence to life in prison?
2. Does a personal change of heart absolve people from criminal conviction?
3. Was the brutal pickaxe murder simply too heinous to be forgiven by society?
4. Was it too heinous to be forgiven by individuals?
Ron Carlson and Deborah’s brother, Tony, disagreed about whether to forgive
Tucker. Did Tucker’s request for support from Ron Carlson inflict yet another wound
to the family she had already harmed? Is there a difference between (a) societal forgiveness or justice, (b) dyadic interaction, and (c) personal forgiveness?
Crimes are presumably against society, not merely against individual members of
society. Thus, even if the victims had unanimously agreed to forgive Karla Fay Tucker
and to intercede on her behalf with Governor George W. Bush, we can see that the art
of forgiving is a messy business.
Possibilities of forgiveness, justice, and their intersection raise numerous questions about ethics and morals. The implications extend through individual lives to
their family relationships, work productivity, communities, states, and nations. The
practice of forgiveness is an art. Art is creative yet messy—like an artist in a painter’s
oil-smeared smock. We often see science as pristine in a white lab coat. But is the science of forgiveness any more clear than the art of forgiveness?

THE SCIENCE OF FORGIVENESS
Many questions have been raised and remain unanswered by scientific efforts to study
forgiveness. I organize these into eight major questions. In this Handbook of Forgiveness, I invited scholars to summarize their areas of expertise. As you read these accounts, I hope you’ll discover answers to the eight major questions. Even more, I hope
that these scientific reviews reveal additional questions that need to be answered as
the science of forgiveness develops. These eight questions might provide your road
map for navigating the Handbook.

Question 1: What Is Forgiveness?
Definitions are the fountainhead of knowledge. Definitions set the pathway through
the processes of forgiveness. Defi nitions provide a framework for explaining why and
how a phenomenon happens. Definitions guide interventionists to develop protocols
to help people forgive. Defi nitions aid therapists in developing healing methods and
attitudes. It is not surprising that the major issue characterizing this new science of
forgiveness has been how forgiveness ought to be defi ned.
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Enright has written extensively in the early years of the science of forgiveness.
The crux of forgiveness for Enright is its complexity as an integration of behavior,
cognition, and affect (see Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000). He advocates replacing negative thinking, action, and feelings with more positive thinking, action, and feelings.
He understands forgiveness as a process. Whereas Enright has proposed a process
model of forgiveness, that is an intervention model. No scientific evidence suggests
that people always move through the 20 steps in his process model (see chapter 24 by
Freedman and colleagues) in naturally occurring settings. Nevertheless, his model
forms a heuristic hypothesis about the natural occurrence of forgiveness.
McCullough and various collaborators have suggested that forgiveness is a redirection of motivations. They have defi ned forgiveness as a redirection in negative
motivations, which is also accompanied by more conciliatory motivations toward the
transgressor. McCullough and his colleagues have shown how such motivations can
change (McCullough, Fincham, & Tsang, 2003) and be measured (see chapter 7 by McCullough and Root) over time. Fincham, who has co-authored with McCullough, also
champions a motivational view. Working with couples, Fincham and his colleagues
(see chapter 13) emphasize a two-component nature of forgiving—reducing negative
motivations and increasing positive ones.
Worthington and his colleagues worked closely with McCullough, especially
in the early to mid-1990s. McCullough’s group and Worthington’s group still share
an emphasis on the importance of the emotion-motivation connection. Worthington
(2003) has described forgiveness as being of two types (see Exline, Worthington, Hill,
& McCullough, 2003; Worthington & Scherer, 2004). Decisional forgiveness involves
a change in a person’s behavioral intentions (hence a change in motivation) toward a
transgressor. Emotional forgiveness (Worthington, 2003; Worthington & Wade, 1999;
Wade & Worthington, 2003) is a replacement of negative, unforgiving emotions with
positive, other-oriented emotions. At fi rst, the positive emotions neutralize some negative emotions, resulting in a decrease in negative emotions. However, once the negative
emotion is substantially eliminated, positive emotions can be built. Malcolm, Warwar,
and Greenberg (see chapter 23), drawing on attachment theory and emotion-focused
therapy, also emphasize emotional transformation that occurs when people forgive.
DiBlasio (1998) has defined forgiveness as a change in willpower to release the
person from malevolent behavior toward an offender. DiBlasio calls forgiveness “decision-based forgiveness” (1998, p. 77). DiBlasio wrote with Worthington (see Worthington & DiBlasio, 1990) in the early years of forgiveness studies. Their collaboration
undoubtedly affected Worthington’s concept of decisional forgiveness.
Cognitive definitions of forgiveness have been well represented. Thompson and
her colleagues (2005), Flanigan (1994), Gordon et al. (see chapter 25), and Luskin
(2002) advocate cognitive views of forgiveness.
Forgiveness occurs in an interpersonal context. Some theoreticians (Augsburger,
1996), clinicians (Hargrave & Sells, 1997), and basic scientists (Baumeister, Exline, &
Sommer, 1998; Exline & Baumeister, 2000; Finkel, Rusbult, Kumashiro, & Hannon,
2002) have emphasized the interpersonal aspects of forgiving. Whereas no one questions
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the importance of the interpersonal context in which forgiveness might occur, definitional squabbles concern whether the communication of forgiveness or talk and
behavior about transgressions should be included within the definition or treated as a
separate interpersonal process.
Researchers have often investigated a single aspect of forgiveness at one time,
even if they believe forgiveness to be multifaceted. They isolate aspects to study them.
However, most interventionists include cognitive, behavioral, affective, and often interpersonal change in their interventions, regardless of which element they believe
to be most likely to cause changes. They seek to maximize client change by opening
many possible avenues of change.
McCullough, Pargament, and Thoresen (2000) discerned from the chapters in
their edited book that investigators had a common core of beliefs about forgiveness.
Forgiveness involved prosocial change in people’s experiences after a transgression.
Their common-core approach was analogous to a shotgun. The next step in scientific
progress will be to move beyond the shotgun to the rifle. Investigators must discern
a more nuanced understanding of under which circumstances which types of defi nitions are most accurate and perhaps most useful. Read as a detective for defi nitions.

Question 2: How Should Forgiveness Best Be Measured?
When forgiveness began to be studied in the late 1980s and early 1990s, few instruments were available to measure it. Typically, nonstandardized questionnaires were
used. Early instruments that adduced data to support reliability and validity were
rare. Hargrave and Sells (1997) developed a family-oriented measure of forgiveness.
Subkoviak et al.’s (1995) measure of forgiveness evolved into the Enright Forgiveness
Inventory (see also Al-Mabuk, Enright, & Cardis, 1995). Wade (1989) developed a 90item measure for her dissertation. Her instrument was refi ned into two shortened
subscales and occasionally a third subscale by McCullough and his colleagues (1998)
to become the Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motivations (TRIM) inventory. In
later years, Wade’s instrument was published in its entirety with some psychometric
support in the Journal of Psychology and Christianity (Brown, Gorsuch, Rosik, & Ridley, 2001). After 1998, numerous other instruments have been developed to measure
forgiveness of transgressions, dispositional forgiveness, and forgiveness of self. Keep
an eye out for the variety of measures described by investigators—including a few
novel approaches presented for the fi rst time in print within the following pages.
Read as a concerned critic of measures. Are measurements assumed to be valid?
Have investigators attempted to triangulate the participants’ experiences subsequent
to transgressions by measuring other nonforgiveness variables? Have investigators
drawn conclusions with circumspection appropriate to the soundness of their methods of assessment?
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Question 3: How and for Whom Is Interpersonal Forgiveness Related to Religion?
Merely because scientific methods have been brought to bear in the study of interpersonal forgiveness does not mean that forgiveness is dissociated from all religion. For
centuries, forgiveness has been associated with the major religions (Rye et al., 2000)
and most centrally with Christianity (Marty, 1998). Christianity has formed much of
the backdrop of contemporary U.S. culture, even though most commentators now consider the United States to be a pluralistically religious culture. Thus, forgiveness cannot be considered as completely devoid of religious associations—at least not without
detaching it from the experience of most clients and research participants. Because
culture has changed, though, religion is not the center of forgiveness, and vice versa,
for all (or perhaps most). Social scientists then must investigate how religion and forgiveness do and don’t intersect, for whom, and under what conditions.
As you read the subsequent chapters, you might ask yourself whether the writers’ conceptualizations will fit well with a religiously diverse society, clientele, or
research population. Read with social savvy. Has forgiveness been gutted of religion?
How are the highly religious, moderately religious, nominally religious, nonreligious,
and irreligious likely to respond to a writer’s conceptualization of forgiveness?

Question 4: How Does Forgiveness Affect the Participants in the Forgiveness
Process?
Forgiveness involves a transgressor, a victim, sometimes either an involved or an impartial observer, and sometimes wider elements in society. Each is affected differently and experiences different intrapsychic and interpersonal events.
The transgressor may experience guilt, shame, or self-condemnation at having
transgressed. Usually, the transgressor must respond to an accusation. He or she
might apologize or offer restitution, might be repentant, or might merely express remorse and contrition but continue to inflict transgressions. Some transgressors may
be truly guilty as accused; others may be falsely accused or accused of being more
unfeeling or harsh than they intended. Some may be narcissistic. Others may be antisocial or manipulative. Still others may be more empathic. Some may be given to selfforgiveness—some to honest self-forgiveness after accepting responsibility and trying
to make amends but others simply dodging guilt by letting themselves off scot-free.
Still others might stew in their guilt, unable to forgive themselves. Once the victim
has forgiven, the transgressor must consider a response—both intrapsychically and
interpersonally. Can forgiveness be accepted? The transgressor’s experiences, thus,
are complex and are intertwined with the experiences and responses of the victim.
The victim, on the other hand, experiences the damage from the transgression
and he or she suffers. How the victim perceives the transgression, though, is affected
by his or her self-involvement. Victims, for instance, tend to overlook transgressors’
attempts to make amends or to discount the costs of apologizing. Victims respond in
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anger, fear, and resentment. Victims and transgressors talk about the transgressions.
Based on interpersonal interactions, victims might approach the offender or might
not. Personality attributes of the victims are related to how they deal with forgiveness.
They may be vengeful, repressive, fearful, or communicative. Many victims ruminate
about wounds they have experienced. The content and intrusiveness of the rumination affects how victims respond.
Offenders and victims (and observers) may be dispositionally oriented toward different ways of acting. They might have a strong justice motive (Lerner, 1980). If justice
is not quickly forthcoming, victims might respond by being dispositionally unforgiving, which could manifest as resentful grudge holding or as vengeance. People can
deal indirectly with injustice by deflecting it through accepting, excusing, justifying,
or even exonerating the offender and offense. With effort, some victims can deal with
injustice through forbearance, suppression of feelings, or deciding to forgive. Some
might also experience transformative forgiveness. Some people may have more of a
forgiving or vengeful personality disposition. A number of personal characteristics
are related to such dispositions.
Similarly, offenders are likely influenced by their personalities. They may be guilt
prone or shame prone; narcissistic; empathic; preoccupied with saving face; prideful;
and characterized by low self-esteem, fragile high self-esteem, or stable high self-esteem.
Forgiveness can also involve others (Helmick & Peterson, 2001). Relatives and
neighbors of victims or perpetrators are often touched by transgressions. Crimes affect society and result in laws and rules that govern social interactions. Tribes or
other subgroups can be affected. Religious or ethnic conflict can involve the entire
social fabric of a country or can extend across national boundaries.
Clearly, forgiveness is highly complex (a) intrapersonally, (b) interpersonally
within a dyad, and (c) interpersonally within the societal and political context. Each
investigator can tackle only a limited piece of the complex process. You must thus
read as a sensitive synthesizer of the forgiveness process.

Question 5: What Are the Benefits of Forgiveness?
The potential benefits of forgiveness are putatively localized in four areas: physical,
mental, relational, and spiritual health. Forgiveness might affect people’s physical
health. Unforgiveness is stressful and makes people feel hostile toward transgressors
(Witvliet, Ludwig, & Vander Laan, 2001). A frequently unforgiving person might experience disorders of the cardiovascular or immune system. If we extend the fi ndings
from related literatures—such as studies of stress and Type A hostility—we might
assume that unforgiveness has a negative impact on physical health. Toussaint, Williams, Musick, and Everson (2001) published results from a national survey suggesting
that in elderly people, forgiveness was associated with fewer negative health symptoms. The anticipation is that physical health will be negatively affected if people are
chronically unforgiving and positively affected if they practice regular forgiveness.
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However, disturbing questions remain. How much (if any) is the impact of unforgiveness (and forgiveness) on physical health? How much unforgiveness is necessary to
create a measurable impact? Is forgiveness important at all?
Forgiveness and unforgiveness might also affect mental health and well-being. At
a minimum, it seems obvious that people who are unforgiving experience more anger
and depression. Much of the research on forgiveness and mental health outcomes
has been done in interventions studies, which do not necessarily reveal whether unforgiveness or forgiveness might be related to mental health in naturally occurring
situations. However, as with physical health, questions remain. How much effect is
actually due to forgiving? Could the same benefits accrue if a person obtained revenge
or observed civil or criminal justice? Are benefits transitory or lasting? What mechanisms link forgiveness to mental health outcomes and to enhanced well-being? Are
there negative effects?
On the surface, forgiveness seems logically to be related to relational health. Beneath the surface, however, the picture is fuzzy. Mere unforgiveness or forgiveness, as
experienced internally, might not be related to whether partners in a dyad reconcile
with each other. Baumeister et al. (1998) described hollow forgiveness, a forgiveness
granted verbally but not experienced psychologically; and silent forgiveness, a forgiveness experienced but never communicated. There can be a disconnect between
experience and expression of forgiveness. Yet even if experience and expression are
congruent in the victim, that does not guarantee relational harmony. Members of a
dyad might perceive events differently, make different attributions of causality, desire
different actions, and generally pursue different agendas. The partners interact. Their
communication, as well as their pretransgression relationship, ought to be expected
to affect whether forgiveness and reconciliation occur. Forgiveness or unforgiveness
might be related to better or worse relational health. The fact is that many relationship
variables intrude in that relationship.
Forgiveness might be associated with improved spiritual health. As mentioned
in Question 3, forgiveness has long been associated with religious experiences. It has
particularly been associated with divine forgiveness within a Christian framework
and with return to God’s path or to teshuvah in a Jewish worldview. However, granting, experiencing, and expressing forgiveness might (or might not) produce more
peaceful, harmonious points of view, even for those who are not religious. Thus, a
boost to nonreligious spirituality may be one benefit of forgiveness.
Optimistic claims of potential benefits of forgiving, without the contamination of
much data, have characterized the early years of forgiveness research. However, what
do the data say? It is now time to read this literature as a serious skeptic of the putative benefits. The results of that reading could affect the entire field. If benefits can
be unambiguously established, there will likely be future governmental funding by
some of the Institutes in the National Institutes of Health.
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Question 6: What Are the Costs, Limits, and Iatrogenic Effects of Forgiveness?
Much of the research has been done by researchers who assumed that forgiveness, for
the most part, is mostly beneficial. However, almost all scientific accounts—in contrast to many mass-market and media accounts—admit that forgiveness can clearly
be costly for individuals to undertake. People who forgive often think they are giving
up rights to retaliate, even the score, or seek legitimate justice. Thus, significant costs
can be incurred by people who express forgiveness.
In addition, there may be limits to what people can forgive. Some people argue
that almost any act can be forgiven. Others suggest that forgiveness is limited by the
attitude of the transgressor. When transgressors won’t take responsibility for their
actions or when they continue to perpetrate harmful acts, many people would argue
that forgiveness should not be granted.
There might be cases where forgiveness harms individuals. If a person assumes
that forgiveness is called for and that person forgives, then as a consequence places
himself or herself in danger, some argue that forgiveness has thus had an iatrogenic
effect. Others argue that this is a misunderstanding of forgiveness. They say that the
person has confused reconciliation and forgiving. Might there be cases in which forgiveness itself is harmful? Might it erode the strength of the justice motive or weaken
the resolve to hold a perpetrator accountable? Might forgiving weaken a person’s power base or self-esteem? Might it encourage a perpetrator to take advantage?
Have scientists explored the iatrogenic effects of forgiveness? Have studies been
undertaken to see whether such harm is actually caused? Instead of reading as a forgiveness advocate, read as a dedicated detractor. Paradoxically, a strong sense of the
science of forgiveness can occur only if we define the boundaries sharply.

Question 7: Are There Effective Interventions to Promote Forgiveness Among
Families and Larger Social or Societal Units?
In the early history of forgiveness studies, interventionists led the way. Enright was
at the forefront of developing such interventions (see chapter 24 by Freedman et al.).
He has targeted elderly people (Hebl & Enright, 1993), victims of incest (Freedman &
Enright, 1996), and men whose partners had abortions (Coyle & Enright, 1997). On the
other hand, Worthington and his group developed psychoeducational interventions to
promote forgiveness in groups not aimed at forgiving specific types of transgressions.
People were admitted to groups if they experienced any transgression they wished to
forgive. Both targeted and untargeted interventions to promote forgiveness are useful
for different purposes.
Since the early programs, interventionists have developed more interventions to promote forgiveness (see chapter 26 by Wade, Worthington, and Meyer for a meta-analysis).
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Are group interventions effective? If so, why? What are the active ingredients of the interventions? Are any particularly effective? If so, with whom and under what conditions?
Few if any interventions have examined forgiveness within the context of a relationship. In troubled couples, families, workplaces, and communities, forgiveness
must be contextualized within relationships and within communities. As you read
the chapters, try to discern which interventions can be tailored and applied to contexts from couples to communities.
Of great interest also are interventions to promote forgiveness and reconciliation
at the societal level. Few researchers have studied societal interventions empirically
(see Chapman & Spong, 2003; chapter 28 by Cairns et al.; chapter 27 by Staub; and
even chapter 2 by de Waal & Pokorny with primate societies).
Many questions remain about interventions. Are they efficacious? Have controlled
studies established evidence-based interventions? On another level, are the interventions effective if applied, not in the carefully controlled clinical trial (called an efficacy study), but rather in homes, counseling agencies, community programs, churches,
and societies (called effectiveness studies)? As you read the following chapters, read
as a critical consumer of claims about interventions and their usefulness.

Question 8: Is There a Future for Forgiveness Studies?
There is a fragile future for the scientific study of forgiveness. If new researchers are
not drawn into studying forgiveness, there is no future. New investigators depend on
mentoring by senior scholars and identification with other areas of psychology. First,
mentors must train and attract younger scholars. Perhaps the grant funding achieved
by some senior scientists was the prime motivator in attracting some laboratories to
the study of forgiveness. When money runs out, those investigators might lose their
interest. On the other hand, if young researchers have been attracted to study forgiveness because of the mentoring of the senior investigators, that bodes well for the
future of forgiveness studies.
Second, can forgiveness studies be considered part of the larger movement, such as
positive psychology? To the extent that forgiveness is commonly accepted as a part of
positive psychology, researchers who study positive psychology might include additional
variables aimed at forgiveness and its effects. However, if forgiveness studies are isolated
within a small subarea, such studies might continue but probably won’t expand.
Will funding be forthcoming from philanthropists, foundations, and federal funding sources to support the study of forgiveness? The answer to this question depends
on (a) the critical mass of researchers who study forgiveness, (b) whether forgiveness
can make a positive impact on physical health, mental health, or relationships that is
in line with governmental funding priorities, and (c) whether we can identify weaknesses scientifically and then deal with them. Federal funding depends on mature
research programs. Pilot studies are typically required, which (in federal-funding
terms) require a quarter or half million dollars to complete. At the present time, are
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there enough good research track records explicitly involving forgiveness to break
into the federal funding arena? Will an Institute pick up forgiveness as an important
priority? As you read the following chapters, look for areas that are beginning to approach a critical mass of literature in potentially fundable areas. Read as a future
funding recipient.

YOUR PERSPECTIVE AS YOU READ THE FOLLOWING
REVIEW CHAPTERS
I have asked experts in their respective areas to write chapters befitting a handbook.
As much as possible, we tried to hold to a common structure. Authors begin by defining forgiveness as they understand it.
I asked each author to review the extant research and theory within his or her
domain of expertise. As you read, look for areas that are maturing and those still in
their infancy. Look for what has been done, what has been found, and what has not
yet been studied.
I also asked each author to suggest a research agenda for his, her, or their area,
based on the just-completed review. You will encounter hundreds of research topics
suggested by these experts. I have suggested eight mindsets you might adopt as you
read the following chapters. You can read
as a detective for definitions
as a concerned critic of measures
with social savvy about religious roots
as a sensitive synthesizer of the forgiveness process
as a serious skeptic about putative benefits
as a critical consumer of claims about interventions
as a dedicated detractor who looks for limits of forgiveness
as a future funding recipient.
You might be coming to the book as a clinician looking for practical tips, a scientist just beginning a research career, a seasoned scientist with credentials in some
other field, or an experienced forgiveness researcher. The field is wide open for new
investigators studying new topics. It is open to practitioners applying scientific insights in new ways. You can contribute to the growth of the science of forgiveness
studies and its application.
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Chapter Two

Primate Conflict and Its Relation
to Human Forgiveness
Frans B. M. de Waal
Jennifer J. Pokorny

R

esearch on nonhuman primates has produced compelling evidence for so-called
reconciliation and consolation, that is, postconflict contacts that serve to repair
social relationships and comfort distressed individuals, such as victims of aggression. Although it is difficult and perhaps impossible to demonstrate forgiveness
explicitly among nonhuman primates, inferences can be drawn from the behavior
these animals use to repair social damage. Their behavior can be seen as an evolutionary precursor to conflict resolution and forgiveness in human societies.

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS AND RECONCILIATION
The best known behavioral mechanism that allows primates to repair social damage
caused by hostilities is reconciliation. Reconciliation is defined as a friendly reunion
between former opponents: The reunion supposedly serves to return the relationship
to normal levels of tolerance and cooperation. An early anecdote of this behavior is
Köhler’s (1925) description of the need for “forgiveness” in a juvenile chimpanzee.
The little creature, which I had punished for the fi rst time, shrank back, uttered one or
two heartbroken wails, as she stared at me horror-struck, while her lips were pouted
more than ever. The next moment she had flung her arms round my neck, quite beside
herself, and was only comforted by degrees, when I stroked her. (p. 261)

Apes seem to perceive a conflict with those close to them as a threat to the relationship and try to control the damage with affectionate behavior. Although the
environment of hand-reared apes is obviously unnatural, human influence does not
appear to explain the phenomenon. As we will see below, nonhuman primates have
many forms of contact behavior that seems to serve to repair disturbed relationships.
17
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Reconciliation
Yes

No

Yes

Internal process
of forgiveness and
reconciliation

Forgiveness
without
reconciliation

No

Reconciliation without
forgiveness—often a truce

No forgiveness and
no reconciliation

Forgiveness

FIGURE 2.1. Possible combinations of reconciliation (a social process between two parties)
and forgiveness (an internal process with an offender in mind). After Park and Enright (2000).

When discussing forgiveness, it must be remembered that reconciliation is not
forgiveness. It is possible to reconcile with an opponent without actually forgiving
the individual. Likewise, it is possible to forgive another without ever formally reconciling (see Figure 2.1). The process of forgiveness occurs when individual A has
been wronged in some way by individual B, resulting in A having negative emotions
toward B. A then attempts to cope with the situation and overcomes these negative
feelings, which usually requires changing one’s perception of the other individual.
Forgiveness implies acceptance of the situation and the other individual.
Because forgiveness is an internal process to which we have no access in nonhuman primates, if it exists at all, and reconciliation is an externally visible social process,
the comparison is difficult to make. Suffice it to say that what the two have in common
is some emotional switch, which when turned moves the attitude toward another individual from aggressive and/or fearful to friendly, perhaps even affectionate. This switch
is truly remarkable and not something anyone expected to find in animals (Rowell,
2000). It is unlikely that this switching mechanism evolved independently in several
species, especially closely related ones. We must assume that if we share it with our
close relatives, it derives from the same source: the first group-living mammals perhaps,
which arose many millions of years before we appeared on the planet.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The Need to Preserve Relationships
From an evolutionary perspective, benefits of cooperation are most evident in relationships
with a reproductive function, such as male–female and mother–offspring relationships.
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Relationships also produce benefits not immediately related to reproduction, however,
such as when two individuals protect one another against attack, tolerate one another
around resources, provide vigilance against predators, or cooperate during intra- or intergroup competition. It is of course assumed here that cooperative tendencies evolved
because they paid off in the long run in terms of survival and reproduction.
Kummer (1978) defined the benefits that individual A provides to B as A’s value
to B. Any individual will try to improve this value: B will select the best available A,
predict A’s behavior, and modify A’s behavior to its own advantage. In other words, B
will invest in the relationship with A. Although most of B’s investments may not lead
to quick profits, such as immediately useful actions by A, they may help cultivate a
relationship that is beneficial to both A and B over the long haul. A good example of
such investment is social grooming. One primate may groom another for over an hour
without any immediate return favor. After the session, the two will simply part company, each going its own way. There are indications that grooming is altruistic in that
it entails costs for the groomer, such as reduced time available for other activities and
reduced attention to potential danger, whereas it provides benefits to the groomee in
terms of hygiene and a calming effect. Why would one individual provide services to
another—grooming is one of the most common activities in primate groups—if not to
foster future beneficial exchanges?
The most pervasive and effective cooperation within primate groups is the formation of alliances: Two or more individuals band together against a third. For example,
a male attacks a juvenile, and the mother rushes to the juvenile’s aid at considerable
risk to herself. Or two males together overthrow the reigning alpha male, after which
one of the victorious males becomes the new alpha. These kinds of cooperation are
critically important to primates: Social rank and sometimes life depend on it. Consequently, they need to get along with others, even with their competitors. Maintenance
of valuable relationships despite occasional conflicts of interest is a critical requirement of group life.

Reconciliation Behavior
Initially, reconciliation research contrasted and compared expectations concerning
the effect of aggressive behavior on social relations. Two hypotheses existed, the first
one being traditional in the extensive aggression literature of the 1960s and 1970s and
the second one formulated on the discovery that chimpanzees often reunite following
aggression.
Dispersal Hypothesis. Losers of aggressive incidents are expected to avoid winners.
The notion of aggression as a spacing mechanism was based on experience with territorial species and the observation that many animals use aggression to maintain what
Hediger (1941) termed species-typical individual distances. This hypothesis would
predict reduced contact following aggression.
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Reconciliation Hypothesis. Individuals are expected to “undo” the damage that aggression inflicts on valuable social relationships. Such a tendency would be expressed
in increased contact following aggression and special reassuring and appeasing gestures during these contacts.
In support of the second hypothesis, de Waal and van Roosmalen (1979) were
the fi rst to demonstrate that aggression leads to increased contact. Former opponents
in the chimpanzee colony of Arnhem Zoo (the Netherlands) were found more often
within 2 meters of one another after than before a conflict. Moreover, the chimpanzees engaged in intensive body contacts following conflict, such as kissing and embracing (see Figure 2.2) and preferred such contact with former opponents rather than
with individuals who had not been involved in the previous confl ict. Interopponent
contacts constituted 30% of all postconflict contacts, compared with a random expectation of 5.6%. These results demonstrated a pronounced conciliatory tendency in the
chimpanzee, later confi rmed by reports from the wild.
Following these findings, de Waal and Yoshihara (1983) developed a controlled
methodology to look at reconciliation in a relatively intolerant primate, the rhesus macaque. This new method compared the postconflict observation (PC) with a matched
control observation (MC). The MC was usually taken the following day, during the
same time of day to control for any diurnal or seasonal behavioral differences. If affiliative contact occurs only in the PC and not in the MC, these individuals are said to
be attracted. If contact occurs during the MC and not during the PC, these individuals are said to be dispersed. Therefore, there is a direct comparison between rates of
contact following aggression and matched baseline periods (see Figure 2.3). Rather
surprisingly, it was found that rhesus macaques also follow peacemaking strategies,
although not to the same degree as chimpanzees.
Since then, the PC-MC method has become a staple of research on postconflict behavior across species. Some changes have been made, such as controlling for distance

FIGURE 2.2. Kiss on the mouth by a female to a male chimpanzee. This is a behavior often
used between former opponents as a conciliatory gesture. Photograph by Frans de Waal.
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FIGURE 2.3. Primates show a dramatic increase in body contact between former opponents
during postconfl ict (PC), as compared with matched-control (MC) observations. The graph
provides the cumulative percentage of opponent pairs establishing friendly contact during
a 10-min time window following spontaneous aggressive incidents in a zoo group of stumptailed macaques.

between former opponents by starting the MC observation only when that distance is
similar to the distance at the start of the PC. Others have imposed a time limit on the
observation following a conflict, because reconciliation often occurs within the first
few minutes. This may be conservative in that some contacts outside this time may
function as reconciliation. However, long observations by nature lead to higher chances
of contact. These methods also allow one to determine how likely it is for reconciliation
to occur with the group (kin vs. nonkin) or species as a whole. Veenema and colleagues
(Veenema, Das, & Aureli, 1994) introduced a method to use these observations to measure reconciliation frequencies between different individuals and determine their conciliatory tendency. This is calculated by subtracting the number of dispersed pairs from
the number of attracted pairs and dividing by the total number of PC-MC pairs.
Following these methods, similar results have subsequently been reported for a
variety of other macaque species, as well as for gorillas, bonobos, golden monkeys,
vervets, mangabeys, baboons, and so on. Most of these studies were conducted in
captivity, but reconciliation has also been demonstrated in wild primates. In most
species studied thus far, affiliative contact between former opponents is more likely
during the fi rst few minutes after a conflict, and postconflict attraction is selective.
The contact increase does not occur indiscriminately with all possible partners but
specifically between recent opponents. For reviews of the literature, see Aureli and de
Waal (2000) and de Waal (2000).
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According to both the data on captive chimpanzees and descriptions of chimpanzees in the wild, reconciliation in this species involves distinct behavior patterns,
such as embracing, gentle touching, and mouth-to-mouth kissing. In fact, chimpanzee
opponents kiss one another 10 times more often during the fi rst postconflict contact than during subsequent contacts. Not all primates show a similar behavioral
distinction between fi rst postconflict and other contacts, but stump-tailed macaques
use another conspicuous behavior pattern rarely observed outside the reconciliation
context—the “hold-bottom ritual,” in which one individual, usually the recipient of
aggression, presents the hindquarters, and the other clasps the presenter’s haunches
(see Figure 2.4). This ritual occurs in more than 30% of fi rst postconflict contacts, a
20-fold increase compared with control contacts.
The kiss of chimpanzees and the hold-bottom ritual of stump-tailed macaques
require high levels of intimacy and coordination. They assist the reconciliation process by making both the context and meaning of the contact more explicit. This is in
contrast to the implicit reconciliations of some other species, such as the rhesus macaque, which often reestablish relationships through a brief, inconspicuous brushing
contact that is quite meaningful, given the risks involved in mere proximity in this
short-tempered species.
Reconciliation serves as a heuristic label for these contacts: It generates ideas
about their function, such as that they repair social relationships or reduce social
tension. The validity of this label has been confi rmed experimentally. Cords (1992),
for example, carried out experiments indicating that reconciliation restores tolerance
between former opponents. Following an aggressive incident between macaques, the
monkeys were presented with two drinking nipples, side by side, from which they
could obtain a sweet drink. The monkeys drank together more readily if reconciliation
had taken place than without reconciliation. Observational studies of both macaques

FIGURE 2.4. Hold-bottom by a dominant male (right) to a subordinate, which is a specific
conciliatory gesture among stump-tailed macaques. Photograph by Frans de Waal.
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and chimpanzees confi rm that reconciliation reduces the chances of further aggression: The frequency of renewed attack is reduced following reconciliation. These
results support the hypothesis that reconciliation restores the relationship between
former opponents.
Both macaques and chimpanzees follow what seems a general rule among primates,
that is, reconciliation aims to restore the most valuable relationships. In macaques, in
which matrilineal kin relationships are particularly valuable, related individuals reconcile conflicts more often than do unrelated individuals. In the chimpanzee, males
form stronger bonds than females, and male conflicts are more often reconciled than
female conflicts. This general rule, the Valuable Relationship Hypothesis, is reviewed
by van Schaik and Aureli (2000) and de Waal (2000), and can be summarized by predicting that reconciliation will be most common between partners that stand most to
lose, were conflict to continue.
An experimental investigation of this hypothesis was carried out by Cords and
Thurnheer (1993), who trained pairs of macaques to cooperate during feeding, thus
enhancing their interdependence. Reconciliation following conflict increased dramatically once a partner had become useful for obtaining food, thus confi rming the
idea that reconciliation occurs in proportion to the value of the relationship.
Interspecific variability in aggressiveness and peacemaking tendency makes it
possible to expose members of a given species to a social environment with dramatically different rates of these behaviors. This can be done by housing them with another species. If reconciliation is a learned social skill, one expects such a manipulation
to affect postconflict behavior. This prediction was examined by de Waal and Johanowicz (1993), who exposed rhesus monkeys—a species with low levels of reconciliation—to a highly conciliatory species, the stump-tailed macaque. Both species belong
to the genus Macaca.
Juveniles were housed in mixed-species groups of seven monkeys each for a period of 5 months. Following this period, they were observed for 6 weeks in groups of
conspecifics only. Control rhesus monkeys, matched in age and sex to the experimental subjects, went through the same procedure without contact with another species
(i.e., in all-rhesus groups). Initially, individuals of different species lived somewhat
separate lives, sleeping and huddling in separate subgroups, but by the end of the 5month period, they were fully integrated and highly tolerant of each other.
Compared with the control experiment, the main result of the manipulation was a
three- to fourfold increase in the proportion of fights followed by reconciliation. Rhesus monkeys who had lived with the kinder, gentler species apparently had learned
peacemaking skills. This difference emerged gradually during the co-housing phase
but was sustained following removal of the “tutor” species (see Figure 2.5). The experimental setup did not include a control group of stump-tailed monkeys and hence
did not allow investigation of whether the tutors had learned to be more aggressive
and less conciliatory and after the co-housing stage.
This result, which shows that reconciliation can be modified through environmental manipulation, has important implications. It shows that primate peacemaking is not
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FIGURE 2.5. Mean (+ SEM) proportion per individual of aggressive confl icts followed within
3 min by a reconciliation initiated by the individual. During the pre- and postphase, subjects
were housed with conspecifics only; no prephase data are available on stump-tailed monkeys.
The 5-month co-housing phase has been divided into three equal parts (CO-1, CO-2, CO-3). The
graph shows that rhesus experimental subjects, which lived during co-housing with stumptails, increased their reconciliation rate and maintained this high rate in the postphase, when
they lived with other rhesus monkeys only. Adapted from de Waal & Johanowicz (1993).

some inflexible, “instinctive” pattern but is subject to learning. An instructive confi rmation of this learning ability can be found in a study of a wild baboon troop that maintained exceptional peacefulness for over a decade as a result of a past incident (Sapolsky
& Share, 2004). This flexibility is even more prominent in our own species.

Complexity and Cognition
Like all macaques, pig-tailed macaques form matrilineal societies in which female kin
associate with and support one another. Apart from direct reconciliations between former combatants, Judge (1991) found that relatives of the victim tend to seek contact
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with the aggressor. For example, a mother may approach and groom the attacker of her
daughter in what appears to be a reconciliation “on her offspring’s behalf” (p. 234). If
such triadic reconciliation protects the victim’s matriline against further hostilities, all
of its members benefit, including the individual who went to contact the aggressor.
If monkeys sometimes reconcile “for” their matriline, the same mechanism could
operate between groups. Intergroup relations tend to be hostile, but on a number of
occasions, adult females of different free-ranging groups have been observed to come
together for grooming. Several such contacts took place shortly after intergroup fights
and involved the alpha females of both groups (Judge & de Waal, 1994). These contacts
may serve to reestablish peace between groups.
The complexity of peacemaking interactions is even greater in chimpanzees. In
this species, individuals act as though they know the meaning of reconciliation not
only for themselves but also for others. The following are typical examples of the cognitive complexity of peacemaking in the Arnhem chimpanzee colony.
Third-Party Mediation. If, after a fight between them, two male rivals stayed in prolonged proximity without engaging in an actual physical reunion (an apparent deadlock situation), an adult female might initiate a grooming contact with one of the two.
After several minutes of grooming, she would slowly walk to the other male, often
followed by her grooming partner. If he failed to follow, she might return to tug at his
arm. After the three individuals had been together for a while with the female in the
middle, she would then get up and stroll away, leaving the males alone.
Deception. On six occasions, a dominant female who had been unable to catch a fleeing
opponent was observed to approach this individual some time afterward with a friendly
appearance, holding out her hand, only to change her behavior when the other came
within reach. Reasons to regard the subsequent attack as the female’s real intention are
its timing (very sudden, without warning signals), the fact that all instances concerned
victims capable of outrunning the aggressor, and the intensity of the punishment.
Strategic Reconciliation. Reconciliation may occur in a hurried fashion if continuation of the fight would harm the interests of both individuals. For example, in the years
that the Arnhem colony was ruled by a coalition of Nikkie and Yeroen, the alpha male,
Nikkie, could get in serious trouble during prolonged conflicts with his partner. A third
male would begin an intimidation display, initially terrorizing the females and juveniles but later displaying closer and closer to the two quarreling males themselves. Nikkie was never observed to control the third male on his own. He would first approach
his opponent, Yeroen, with a large grin, seeking an embrace. Only after reestablishment
of contact with his partner would Nikkie go over to the third male to subdue him.
Control Role. In many primates, high-ranking males break up fights. This so-called
control role is perhaps best developed in chimpanzees. Males who adopt this role
move from the usual support of winners in fights to loser support and dissociate their
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intervention tendencies from individual preferences. That is, they are the only group
members to intervene in fights impartially. They may move with all hair on end between two combatants until they stop screaming, scatter them with a charging display, or literally pry locked fighters apart with both hands. In all of this, their main
objective seems to be to put an end to the hostilities rather than to support one party
or the other. The following description illustrates how Luit, within weeks of attaining
alpha status in the Arnhem colony, adopted the role.
On one occasion, a quarrel between Mama and Spin got out of hand and ended in biting and fighting. Numerous apes rushed up to the two warring females and joined in
the fray. A huge knot of fighting, screaming apes rolled around in the sand, until Luit
leapt in and literally beat them apart. He did not choose sides in the confl ict, like the
others; instead anyone who continued to fight received a blow from him. I had never
seen him act so impressively before. (de Waal, 1982, p. 124)

Distress Alleviation and Empathy
Postconflict contact between former opponents should be distinguished from postconflict contact by one of the participants in a fight with a bystander (i.e., an individual
who had not been involved in the fight). Such contacts, especially when initiated by
the bystanders themselves, cannot serve the same function as reconciliation (which is
to repair a disturbed relationship). The most likely function of contact with bystanders is distress alleviation.
Sensitivity to the emotions of others emerges early in humans, such as when a
nursery room with infants bursts out crying in response to the cries of one among
them. This process, known as empathic distress or emotional contagion, provides the
ontogenetic basis for cognitively more advanced responses to distress in which the
actor understands the other’s situation, distinguishes the other’s distress from his or
her own feelings, and acts out of genuine concern about the other’s well-being. Hence,
dependent on the precise mechanism involved, empathy, or the capacity to be emotionally affected by someone else’s feelings, can be cognitively simple or complex.
An early study of chimpanzees found that affiliative contact between participants
in a fight and bystanders occurred more often in the fi rst minute following a conflict
than in subsequent minutes (de Waal & van Roosmalen, 1979). Moreover, first-minute
contacts included more embracing and gentle touching than did contacts during subsequent minutes. Contacts with bystanders were labeled consolation. Recent research
confi rmed these findings, demonstrating that it is particularly with victims of serious
aggression that contact is made (de Waal & Aureli, 1996; see Figure 2.6). These are, of
course, also the individuals expected to be most in need of comfort.
In macaques, in contrast, none of the studies addressing this behavior have thus
far produced evidence for consolation. Despite various measures and statistical methods, the finding has been the same in four different species: Affiliative contact between recipients of aggression and bystanders does not occur more often following
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FIGURE 2.6. The rate with which third parties contact victims of aggression in chimpanzees,
comparing recipients of serious and mild aggression. Especially in the fi rst few minutes after
the incident, recipients of serious aggression receive more contacts than baseline. Adapted
from de Waal & Aureli (1996).

conflict than during control periods. Despite this lack of evidence, qualitative observations suggest that macaques do engage in consolation behavior, at least when very
young. We have regularly seen infant rhesus monkeys being attracted to the screams
of one among them (e.g., after punishment by an adult or after a fall), approach the
vocalizer, and establish contact. Occasionally, this resulted in a pile of infants clambering over each other. Given this strong empathic distress response, why is there so
little of it left at later ages?
One possible explanation is that association with the recipient of aggression is
fraught with risk. In macaques, recipients of aggression continue to attract aggression
in the period immediately following the aggressive incident. If this elevated chance of
further aggression extends to bystanders who approach recipients of aggression, this
is a risk with which bystanders need to reckon. Perhaps these risks are less important
in a chimpanzee society with its looser and more tolerant hierarchy.
The alternative explanation is that chimpanzees achieve a higher level of cognition
that allows a sharper distinction between self and other. It is generally recognized that
the development of empathy in human children relates to this distinction, hence to the
level of self-awareness of the child. Given that chimpanzees can recognize themselves
in mirrors, whereas macaques cannot, it is possible that chimpanzees achieve a level of
empathy that is simply not present in most other primates (Gallup, 1982).
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Physiological Correlates
One finding from clinical observations is that forgiveness negatively correlates with
anxiety. Those who have forgiven an opponent show a significant decrease in level
of anxiety (Fitzgibbons, 1986). Anxiety studies have also been conducted on nonhuman primates, making use of a behavioral index. It was proposed by Schino and colleagues (Schino, Scucchi, Maestripieri, & Turillazzi, 1988) that anxiety can reliably
be measured in nonhuman primates through certain self-directed behaviors, such as
self-scratching. In fact, Aureli and van Schaik (1991) found that among long-tailed
macaques, the levels of self-scratching increased among recipients of aggression soon
after having been attacked. Aureli also showed that among Barbary macaques, not
only the recipients of aggression but also the aggressors increased self-scratching
immediately following a conflict (Aureli, Das, & Veenema, 1997). This anxiety may
reflect generalized arousal following conflict or it may in fact be a result of the temporary uncertainty within the relationship between two individuals. Support of the
later explanation came from the observation that scratching occurred more often after
conflict between strongly affiliated individuals. Most importantly, the studies by Aureli indicate that reconciliation is very effective in reducing or eliminating arousal, as
measured by self-directed behavior.
Heart rate studies support some of these conclusions. Heart rate was measured
in captive rhesus macaques engaged in aggressive conflicts (Smucny, Price, & Byrne,
1997). The heart rate of both the aggressor and victim rose following an aggressive
interaction, taking longer to drop back to baseline in the victim than the aggressor. If
reconciliation occurred between two opponents, there was a significant reduction in
the elevated heart rate, returning to baseline levels. Aureli and colleagues also looked
at changes in heart rate associated with different interactions between individual rhesus macaques living in a group situation (Aureli, Preston, & de Waal, 1999). Subjects
showed a significantly increased heart rate if approached by a dominant individual
but no change if approached by kin or a subordinate. It was further found that heart
rates dropped in individuals engaged in social grooming.
Another study looking at physiological aspects of emotional response in the chimpanzee was conducted by Parr (2001). In this experiment, chimpanzees were shown
videos and images that were believed to cause an emotional reaction while recording
changes in skin temperature. In humans, it has been shown that decreases in skin
temperature are associated with negative emotional arousal. The stimuli presented
contained images of a hypodermic needle or dart gun, scenes of unknown conspecifics being injected, and veterinarians threatening chimpanzees with the dart gun. The
largest decreases in temperature were recorded when individuals were shown the
needle or dart gun, as well as when observing conspecifics being injected. It is not
possible from this study to determine whether these changes were due to the subject’s
own fear of those stimuli or whether they indeed were responding with empathy toward the individual in the images.
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How Is Aggression Avoided?
One function of dominance hierarchies, as found in many animals, is to regulate access to resources so that individuals do not need to contest priority every time there
is a potential for competition. Mostly, the subordinate withdraws, and the dominant
obtains the resource. This way, aggression is avoided, and the relationship is not undermined. Loss of the resource by the subordinate may appear costly, but had this
individual attempted to prevent the other from claiming the resource, it most likely
would not have gained much more than injuries and a damaged relationship. Conformity to the dominance hierarchy through avoidance of dominants is an effective way
of resolving routine disputes.
Apart from avoidance, the approach of a dominant individual can also elicit special gestures or facial expressions in the subordinate. Primates have evolved ritualized
status signals. Well-known examples are the bared-teeth display of rhesus macaques
and the pant-grunt of chimpanzees. These submissive displays are completely unidirectional (i.e., only one individual in a given pair shows these signals toward the other).
The most likely function is appeasement in order to avoid harmful confrontation.
Social conflict can also occur under circumstances and for reasons that do not
involve direct competition. As Mason (1993) points out, the most common source of
conflict occurs when one individual expects some form of “satisfaction” from another
but fails to achieve it. For example, one individual seeks to have sex with or groom
another and is rebuffed. This type of conflict rarely leads to aggression but is resolved
by a process of negotiation in which the participants exchange signals to increase
the predictability of the other’s future behavior and to facilitate the achievement of a
common goal.
This process is more evident when individuals encounter one another for the very
fi rst time, as arranged in some introduction experiments. At the beginning, the encounter is characterized by mistrust and/or hostility, after which various signals help
reduce the level of uncertainty and establish a relationship. This process of negotiation leads to the reduction of ambivalence and the achievement of common objectives
or a compromise between the objectives of the two parties involved.
Sometimes negotiation is not successful, and one participant may attack the other. One of the most striking examples of overt aggression is when males compete over
access to a mate. Among baboons, one male, alone or together with an ally, may attack
another male who is in consort with an estrous female. However, nonaggressive tactics are also available to solve these competitive situations. Greeting rituals, in which
one male gently touches or mounts another, are common during tensions among male
baboons over sexual access to a female. When the number of estrous females is low,
compared with the number of males, the chance of mating for an individual male is
reduced. Interestingly, under these circumstances, the rate of male aggression stays
the same but greeting rituals occur more often. This suggests that greetings decrease
tension between males and lower the risk of intermale aggression through increased
tolerance (Colmenares, 1991).
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In captivity, primates have even more reasons to stop or prevent aggression than
in the wild. This situation, with its reduced interindividual distances, offers an excellent opportunity to study conflict management capacities. A traditional view predicts
that aggression increases under crowded conditions. Recent research on nonhuman
primates has suggested an alternative view. Primates, and perhaps other animals as
well, cope with high population density by conflict-avoidance strategies (de Waal,
1989). The way space restrictions affect social behavior varies per species and per
situation, but the expected aggression increase under high-density conditions is often
minimal and sometimes even reversed. In chimpanzees, it was found that during
short-term crowding, the rate of agonistic behaviors was lower than during normal
conditions (Aureli & de Waal, 1997). Under short-term crowding in rhesus monkeys,
there was no significant increase in intense aggressive behaviors (Judge & de Waal,
1993). In fact, submissive behaviors such as avoidance actually increased under these
conditions. Likewise, during long-term crowding, male rhesus monkeys increased
grooming and huddling, but there was no increase in the rates of aggression (Judge
& de Waal, 1997). This affiliation strategy probably functions to increase social tolerance and limit the potentially damaging effects of aggression.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
Advances in technology may provide us with more direct insight into the underlying
cognitive and possible emotional processes that are involved during conflicts and
reconciliation. Brain regions have been identified in humans that appear to correspond to empathy and forgiveness processes. Through the use of functional magnetic
resonance imaging (fMRI), it may be possible to present tasks to nonhuman primates,
which may elicit similar responses, while monitoring the brain activity. If these regions are similar, more definite conclusions can be drawn as to the cognitive and
emotional similarities and differences across species.
Another area for further research is the inclusion of data from wild populations.
This process is currently well underway, with at least a dozen projects on wild primates either being published (e.g., Kutsukake & Castles, 2004; Wittig & Boesch, 2003)
or ongoing. The rates of reconciliation are sometimes lower in the wild, but it is obvious that the principles of conflict resolution are essentially the same, meaning that we
can gain a fuller understanding of the mechanisms and their evolution by combining
controlled studies in captivity with detailed data from the field.

CONCLUSION
Nonhuman primates live in socially complex groups in which they rely for survival
on other individuals. It is crucial to maintain cooperative relationships. Although there
are competitive situations in which aggression may be inevitable, it is also essential to
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repair the damage to ensure future cooperation. We have provided evidence showing
that reconciliation and other forms of conflict resolution among nonhuman primates
are widespread. Given the problem of determining the psychological underpinnings
of these behaviors, we are unable to conclude that nonhuman primates do in fact
forgive former opponents. However, studies have clearly shown that behavioral correlates of anxiety are significantly reduced following reconciliation between former
opponents. In some species, such as the chimpanzee, the importance placed on maintaining relationships may be seen in the repertoire of behavior used specifically for
reconciliation. However, the tendency to reconcile is not necessarily hard-wired and
can be modified by the surrounding environment, as seen when species with differing
conciliatory tendencies are brought together. Confl ict resolution is a highly flexible
process and, therefore, a social skill that takes into account the value of social relationships and the level of cooperation required for successful group life.
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Chapter Three

Forgiveness, Self-Respect,
and the Value of Resentment
Jeffrie G. Murphy

A

s a moral philosopher rather than a psychologist, I will not be able to follow
the format typical for this volume. I have no experiments or studies to report,
no recommendations for further research, and no clinical recommendations.
My interest is in ethical questions, and my discipline is not empirical but is essentially conceptual and normative—seeking to clarify the concepts that we use in moral
evaluation and to suggest ways in which such evaluation might profitably be structured. One goal—one that goes back at least as far in time as Socrates—is to raise
skeptical doubts when certain moral views have uncritically become a part of the
conventional wisdom of the day.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
It has for some time seemed to me that such skepticism should be directed to much
contemporary thinking on forgiveness. There is, I think, a powerful contemporary
“forgiveness movement” that often suggests that forgiveness is an unambiguously
good thing—promising psychological, moral, and even physical benefit to those who
practice it. If one looks at the self-help and recovery sections of most bookstores, for
example, one will see an enormous number of books with forgiveness in the title, and
many of these books represent little more than uncritical, sentimental boosterism. In
fairness, however, it should be noted that this kind of boosterism is most commonly
found in works of popular psychology. Works of scientific psychology are typically
(though not always) more nuanced and critical.
Although by no means an enemy of forgiveness, I seek to throw a bit of a wet
blanket on this trendy movement by highlighting the dangers of hasty forgiveness.
Hasty forgiveness can in my view undermine self-respect, respect for the moral order,
respect for the wrongdoer, and even respect for forgiveness itself. This final consequence occurs when the genuine and valuable article is reduced to a set of posturing clichés and becomes what is sometimes called “cheap grace.” I am not the only
33
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one who urges such caution, of course; indeed, psychologist Sharon Lamb (Lamb &
Murphy, 2002) and I have recently edited a book in which a variety of authors, both
philosophers and psychologists, express a variety of cautions. My own views on the
positive value of resentment and its link to self-respect have been greatly influenced
by Joseph Butler (1718/1896), Jean Améry (1986), Aurel Kolnai (1978), Thomas Hill, Jr.
(1991), and Peter Strawson (1974).
Before I proceed to make this case, however, let me emphasize my view that philosophy on such matters should not pretend to lay out any final truths. Its job is rather
to raise interesting (often skeptical) questions and to develop a framework for discussion that will (it is hoped) advance the conversation. This framework will necessarily
be somewhat personal to its author and thus can represent no more than one perspective on the issues in question. My own perspective has been deeply formed by my own
philosophical and religious (specifically Christian) studies, but other perspectives
could emerge from different studies of equal depth.

WHAT IS FORGIVENESS?
My own thinking on forgiveness has been most influenced by the writings of the great
18th-century moral philosopher and theologian (and Anglican Bishop), Joseph Butler
(1718/1896). Most of Butler’s philosophy was developed in his published sermons, and
two are of particular relevance to the present topic: “Upon Resentment” and “Upon
Forgiveness of Injuries.”
In the second of these sermons, Butler (1718/1896)—rightly, in my judgment—
characterizes forgiveness as primarily an internal matter, a change of heart. It often
does, of course, have external behavioral consequences, but its essence is internal.
What is this inner state or change of heart that is the essence of forgiveness? It
is not itself an emotion or passion but is rather, according to Butler, the overcoming
or limiting of certain passions, namely, the vindictive passions that are naturally
aroused when we are wronged by others. These vindictive passions—anger, the desire
to strike back, the desire to see the wrongdoer punished, sometimes even hatred—are
called by Peter Strawson (1974) “reactive attitudes” (p. 6), and he with Butler sees
them as natural responses to being wronged. Butler uses the term resentment to refer
to these vindictive passions.
It is easy to see why forgiveness, as a way of overcoming or transcending resentment, is often a good thing. Forgiveness may allow us to reconcile with others and restore relations of value, free us from the inner turmoil that may come from harboring
grudges, and free us from an overly narcissistic involvement with our own injuries—a
tendency to sometimes (but not always) see ourselves as more victimized than we really are. Forgiveness may also have social value—blunting vindictive responses that
might result in a kind of revenge taking that would undermine civil order.
None of the above, however, shows that forgiveness—particularly hasty forgiveness—is always a good thing. Neither does it show that the resentment that is
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overcome is always a bad thing. So it is time to say, with Butler, something on behalf
of resentment.

THE CASE FOR RESENTMENT
Bishop Butler, in his powerful sermon “Upon Resentment,” seeks to make a case for
the legitimacy of resentment and other vindictive passions, arguing that a just and
loving God would not have universally implanted these passions within his creatures
unless the passions served some valuable purpose. (A similar point—without any
reference to God—might be made by an evolutionary biologist.) The danger of resentment, he argued, lies not in having it but rather in being dominated by it to such a
degree that one can never overcome it and thus acts irresponsibly on the basis of it.
As the initial response to being wronged, however, the passion stands in defense of
important values—values that might be compromised by immediate and uncritical
forgiveness of wrongs.
What are the values defended by resentment and threatened by hasty and uncritical forgiveness? In my own writings (Murphy, 2003; Murphy & Hampton, 1988), I have
argued that three of the most important are self-respect, self-defense, and respect for
the moral order. A person who never resented any injuries done to him or her might
be a saint. It is equally likely, however, that such lack of resentment reveals a servile
personality—a personality lacking in respect for himself or herself and respect for the
rights and status that attach to a free and equal moral being. (This is the point behind
S. J. Perelman’s famous quip, “To err is human, to forgive supine.”) Just as indignation over the mistreatment of others stands as emotional testimony that we care about
them and their rights, so does resentment stand as emotional testimony that we care
about ourselves and our rights.
This is a very important point to emphasize: Moral commitment is not merely
a matter of intellectual commitment; it requires emotional allegiance as well, for a
moral person is not simply a person who holds the abstract belief that certain things
are wrong. The moral person is also driven to do something about the wrong; and
what drives us is found mainly in our emotions or passions. It is not enough for me
simply to say, “I respect myself.” If this is indeed true, I will also convey emotionally, typically by resentment, that my being wronged truly matters to me and that the
wrongdoer should expect a strong negative response.
Related to this is an instrumental point: Those who have vindictive dispositions
toward those who wrong them give potential wrongdoers an incentive not to wrong
them. If I were going to set out to oppress other people, I would surely prefer to select
for my victims persons whose fi rst response is forgiveness rather than persons whose
fi rst response is revenge. Those temperamentally given to hasty forgiveness or nudged
toward it by an overly enthusiastic forgiveness therapist may also be given to hasty
reconciliation—letting abusive people back into their lives—and thus putting themselves at continuing risk. Although these people no doubt deserve our sympathy, Kant
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(1797/1996) was not totally off base when he noted that “one who makes himself into
a worm cannot complain afterwards if people step on him” (p. 559). It is important
to stress, however, that resentment does not stand merely as emotional testimony of
self-respect. This passion and the reluctance to transcend it in hasty forgiveness also
stands as testimony to our allegiance to the moral order itself. We have a duty to support—both intellectually and emotionally—the moral order, an order represented by
clear understandings of what constitutes unacceptable treatment of one human being
by another. If we do not show resentment or indignation to those who, in victimizing
others, flout those understandings, then we run the risk—as Aurel Kolnai (1978) has
warned—of being complicitous in evil. We also run the risk of failing to show moral
respect for wrongdoers themselves who, if regarding themselves as free and responsible moral agents, should expect to find their wrongdoing met with resentment. Any
other response would flirt with treating them as nonresponsible and would be patronizing. I certainly want my own wrongdoing to be met with resentment and would feel
insulted and degraded if others viewed me merely as pitiful, sick, and myself as much
a victim as those whom I have wronged. Do I not thus owe other wrongdoers at least
the initial presumption that they, too, are legitimate objects of blame, resentment, and
punishment?
It should be noted that the link I am suggesting between resentment and such values as self-respect may help to explain why repentance on the part of the wrongdoer
often opens the door to legitimate forgiveness. For example, if a man offends me and
is unrepentant, standing behind the wrong he has done to me, then I run the risk that
in forgiving him I am endorsing the symbolic message that he conveyed in wronging
me—the message that he matters more than I do and can use me like an object for his
purposes. If the wrongdoer is truly repentant, however, he seeks to break the symbolic and emotional connection between his present self and his previous wrongful
self—now joining me in condemning that previous self. Thus, I can relate positively
to what he now is with less risk of complicity in evil.
Repentance is generally viewed as a necessary condition for forgiveness in the
Jewish tradition, but there are deep disagreements about this within Christianity.
Many Christians advocate universal and unconditional forgiveness, whereas others
retain the idea that repentance should fi rst be required. These Christians are, not surprisingly, fond of quoting Jesus’ remark at Luke 17:3:
If thy brother trespass against thee, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him.

If the vindictive passion of righteous and punitive anger is regarded as totally
unchristian, and if Christians seek to follow in the imitation of Christ tradition, then
what are they to make of the story (John 2:14) where Jesus, moved it would appear by
righteous anger, inflicts punitive violence (whipping) on the money changers in the
temple?
If what I have said thus far—with the aid of Butler—is correct, then there is much
of positive value to be found in resentment, in the vindictive passions. Why then do
these passions enjoy such bad press? Why do so many people think that, like cruelty
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or malice, they are unambiguously irrational (sick or evil) and that one may transcend
them with no loss of value at all? Why has opposition to these passions taken such
a fi rm root in ordinary language that even to call a person “vindictive” is normally
taken to express severe criticism of that person?
It is possible, of course, that what people say—and think they are supposed to
say—about such matters is not always an accurate index of how they actually believe
and feel. Indeed, the great popularity of revenge entertainment in books and films
suggests that many people take vicarious delight in seeing wronged people get even
through acts of revenge. To the degree that people really do believe that the vindictive
passions are sick or evil, however, it is at least possible they have been seduced by
some arguments that—though plausible on their face—may not survive close rational
scrutiny. I will explore a few of the most prominent of these.
One typically argues for the irrationality (sickness or evil) of an emotion by attempting to show that it is not fitting to its object, is harmful to the person who experiences it, is inherently self-defeating, necessarily leads to pathological excess, or is
pointless—lacking in any useful purpose.
I do not think that vindictiveness can easily be shown to be irrational on any
of these tests. It certainly seems fitting that one strikes back when one has been injured—indeed, such a response seems encoded in us by our evolutionary history—
and thus the vindictive person does not seem like the neurotic who does indeed have
an emotion that is not fitting to its object—for example, a person who is phobic, who
has an irrational fear of something that is not in fact dangerous.
Neither does the emotion seem pointless. Vindictive people want to get even, and
no doubt will often, having asserted their own equal worth and rights, feel much
better when such revenge is realized. That is just its point. To say it is pointless only
because it does not have a point of which the critic of vindictiveness would approve
is simply to beg the question at issue.
Many people love to say, of course, that forgiveness provides (I hate the word)
“closure,” but getting even can sometimes provide closure as well. And forgiveness
does not always provide this anyway. My fi rst philosophy professor told a story (perhaps apocryphal) of Lord Bacon visiting a seacoast church and asking the priest the
meaning of a large painting on a wall. “It represents,” said the priest, “all those who
were saved from drowning through prayer.” Bacon replied: “And where do you hang
the picture of those who were not saved?” Sometimes the boosters for forgiveness remind me of this priest—keeping the successes vividly in sight while remaining blind
to the failures.
It is commonly argued that the resentful, grudge-holding person tends to harm
himself or herself, like a scorpion stinging itself to death with its own tail. It is, of
course, irrational to regard as legitimate emotions that are self-poisoning, and this
looks like a good case for the irrationality of the vindictive passions. But such a conclusion would, I think, be hasty for two reasons.
First, it is possible that vindictiveness will poison only if repressed. If so, this is
as much an argument in favor of expressing our vindictiveness in acts of revenge as
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it is an argument for the elimination of vindictiveness. In short, there are at least two
ways to avoid nursing a grudge: forgive or get even. (There are, of course, varieties of
other options as well.)
Second, we need to distinguish between the rationality of the emotion itself and
the rationality of the role that this emotion plays in the overall psychological economy
of the person. Recall Spinoza (1677/1985) on the fear of death. He did not argue that
the fear of death is, like a phobia, itself irrational. He did not, for example, counsel
against looking both ways before crossing a street. Rather he argued that it is irrational to be led by the fear of death—that is, to let the fear play such a dominant role in
one’s life that it sours all the good things that life has to offer. Thus, unless it can be
shown that vindictiveness must always be the dominant passion and thus lead the
vindictive person in some self-destructive or other-destructive way, we do not yet
have a case for the undesirability of the passion itself.
Of course, some writers have argued this very thing—that vindictiveness will in
fact always so dominate a person’s life as to prevent that person’s human flourishing.
Here as one example is what the psychoanalyst Karen Horney (1948) says about vindictiveness:
There is no more holding back a person driven toward revenge than an alcoholic
determined to go on a binge. Logic no longer prevails. Whether or not the situation
is appropriate does not matter. It overrides prudence. Consequences for himself and
others are brushed aside. He is as inaccessible as anybody who is in the grip of a blind
passion. (p. 5)

This is a serious claim, because, if true, it would reveal the vindictive person as
having both an irrational and destructively immoral self—a self likely to harm others
and to undermine the social order.
But is Horney’s (1948) claim true? I think that it is not. Speaking (as almost any
Irishman can) from personal experience as a somewhat vindictive person, I believe
that I have often gotten even with people in ways that, in addition to being satisfying
to me, were moderate and proportional. My chosen strategy of revenge sometimes
involved nothing more than a few well-selected (and hurtful, I hoped) words or by
actions no more extreme than no longer extending lunch invitations or rides to work
to them.
Rarely have I been dominated by my vindictive feelings. I often let them float
harmlessly in the back of my mind until an appropriate occasion for their expression
occurs. I am not suggesting that this makes me particularly admirable—and I might
even accept the charge that it reveals in me a streak of pettiness—but I do not think
that it qualifies me as dangerously crazy or evil.
Where then do Horney (1948) and others get this idea that vindictive people are
all potentially dangerous lunatics just waiting to infl ict unjust harm and destroy the
social fabric? Therapists, I imagine, often get it from their clients, because people of
proportional and moderate emotions tend to be rare in their practices. Others may
get it from art—particularly film and literature—where revenge is often mistakenly
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identified with illegal and socially disruptive vigilante activity that at least borders
on insanity. This theme goes back at least as far as the ancient story of Medea and is to
be found in classic Western movies and in the most recent best-seller thrillers.
Of course, these works portray vindictiveness in extreme ways because moderate
and proportional revenge taking is boring. However, just because the extreme cases
are more interesting and gripping, it does not follow that there are not many more
cases where revenge is taken in moderate and proportional ways. But who would want
to read a revenge novel or view a revenge film where the central character ultimately
gets back at his victimizer by no longer extending lunch invitations to him?
To summarize: None of the arguments I have surveyed establishes either the irrationality or the immorality of vindictiveness or even of moderate acts of revenge.
Because the arguments against vindictiveness are weak and because something
(recall Butler) has been found to say in its favor, I think that it is justified to conclude—at least provisionally—that vindictive passions can legitimately be attributed
to sane and virtuous people. Virtuous people can, I think, sometimes even enjoy without guilt the knowledge that those who have wronged them—particularly if unrepentant—are “getting theirs” through such mechanisms as criminal punishment.

CONCLUSION
Because others in this volume (and I in many of my other writings) have much to
say on behalf of forgiveness, I have in this entry set myself a very limited objective:
to introduce some cautions with respect to its hasty and uncritical bestowal. The
vindictive passions have some positive value—they are not, like cruelty or malice,
simply sick and evil—and thus seeking to overcome them always carries with it the
danger that something of value is being improperly sacrificed. This sacrifice may be
of proper self-respect, sacrifice of respect for the moral order, or—if hasty forgiveness leads to hasty reconciliation—sacrifice of reasonable self-protection. Even as we
rightly preach the virtues of forgiveness, we should recognize that victims deserve
to have their vindictive passions to some degree validated. Even if these passions
should generally not be the last word, they have a legitimate claim to be the fi rst word.
Even when they should not control, they should be listened to with respect instead
of met with pious sermons and sentimental, dismissive clichés. In short: Even if one
subscribes to a brand of Christianity that must ultimately reject the legitimacy of Elie
Wiesel’s (1995) prayer at Auschwitz or is committed to forgiveness for purely psychological reasons, one must surely still have some sympathy with that prayer and not see
it merely as a symptom of irrational illness or evil:
God of forgiveness, do not forgive those who created this place. God of mercy, have no
mercy on those who killed here Jewish children. (p. 1)
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Chapter Four

Forgiveness in Cultural Context
Steven J. Sandage
Ian Williamson

F

orgiveness is a construct that can be traced and studied in connection with
diverse streams of literature from cultures around the globe. As psychologists,
we are most familiar with the body of psychological literature on forgiveness
that has developed over the past two decades (for reviews, see Enright & Fitzgibbons,
2000; Fincham, 2000; McCullough & Witvliet, 2002). Numerous psychological defi nitions, measures, and models of forgiveness are currently available for researchers and
practitioners. Forgiveness represents a scholarly landscape that is much stronger in
variety than orderly coherence. Wuthnow’s (2000) sociological study of a nationally
representative sample of adult Americans suggested that respondents’ understandings of forgiveness had “fuzzy edges” (p. 126), reflecting considerable diversity about
the definitions, boundaries, and moral contingencies of forgiveness. Based on his interviews, Wuthnow concluded:
Forgiveness is a culturally available category that people associate with a loosely defi ned set of attitudes and behavior that often includes making sense of or giving a
new interpretation to a past action, overcoming anger or guilt, gaining a feeling of
cleansing or wholeness, and being able to think about or interact with an offending or
aggrieved person in a new way. (p. 127)

Despite how culturally available and embedded forgiveness is as a construct,
surprisingly little empirical research has focused on investigating cultural and contextual variables in relationship to forgiveness (Lamb, 2002; Sandage, Hill, & Vang,
2003). Is forgiveness valued and practiced in similar ways across cultures? How do
particular cultural and contextual factors influence individual and group processes of forgiveness and unforgiveness? These kinds of questions remain largely unaddressed in contemporary social science, but a few studies and theoretical papers do
offer starting points for charting next steps for researchers and practitioners interested in forgiveness and culture. Our primary goals in this chapter are to (a) review
the limited available social science literature that pertains directly to relationships
between forgiveness and culture, (b) suggest some promising directions for future
41
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research on forgiveness and culture, and (c) highlight some cultural implications for
applied work in the area of forgiveness. However, attempting to understand the ways
in which culture influences processes of forgiveness requires defining both culture
and forgiveness. In the following section, we will outline our present understandings
of culture and forgiveness.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS AND CULTURE
Defining Culture
The American Psychological Association (APA, 2003) multicultural guidelines define
culture as “the belief systems and value orientations that influence customs, norms,
practices, and social institutions, including psychological processes (language, caretaking practices, media, educational systems) and organizations” (p. 380). These APA
guidelines further describe culture as “the embodiment of a worldview” and say that
“all individuals are cultural beings and have a cultural, ethnic, and racial heritage” (p.
380). APA encourages psychologists to be “culture-centered” by using a “cultural lens”
and recognizing that “all individuals, including themselves, are influenced by different
contexts, including the historical, ecological, sociopolitical, and disciplinary” (p. 380).
This inclusive APA definition of culture suggests that every definition, model, or theory
of forgiveness is influenced by cultural and contextual dimensions in numerous ways.
The recent emergence of cultural psychology as a discipline represents an effort to understand the reciprocal influences and mutual constitution of culture and mind (Cole,
1996; Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998). In this view, cultural practices and
meanings inform psychological processes, which recursively “generate and transform
these cultural practices and meanings” (Fiske et al., 1998, p. 916).
Cole (1996) draws on Russian cultural-historical psychologists, such as Vygotsky
and various anthropologists, in offering an intriguing definition of culture as a “system of artifacts” (p. 142) that serve to coordinate individuals with their environmental
contexts. Artifacts, in Cole’s view, are simultaneously material and ideal (or cognitive)
and include culturally shaped tools that mediate human action. The various levels of
artifacts include physical objects (e.g., a peace pipe, storycloth weaving, communion
chalice), the symbolic tools of words and written materials (e.g., a sacred text, a selfhelp book, a journal entry), and cognitive scripts or schemas that culturally shape
moral and religious values and interpretations of behavior (e.g., only apologize to
those with higher power and status, “don’t let the sun go down on your anger,” forgiveness requires giving a gift). Cultural artifacts mediate the action processes through
which subjects transform objects in relationship to contexts or ecologies at multiple
levels (e.g., dyads, families, clans, communities, etc.). This view of culture challenges
researchers and practitioners to consider the complex interactions between these differing dimensions of culture.
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Cole’s definition and model of culture does not negate the value of experimental
and quantitative research on forgiveness, although his view does expose the limitations of viewing culture as simply a categorical independent variable based on demographic sheets. Forgiveness defi nitions, models, and interventions developed by
psychologists and other cultural workers (e.g., spiritual leaders) can be understood as
culture-laden tools or practices (i.e., artifacts) used to describe certain ways of coping
with interpersonal conflict. In fact, we are intrigued with the sociological thesis that
the growing psychological and therapeutic literature on forgiveness in North America
may be a response to new historical challenges of coping with interpersonal conflict
and resentment in an individualistic societal context with declining social capital.
At other points in history, religious and family influences may have offered stronger
social networks that helped mediate interpersonal conflict through communal forgiveness-like artifacts (e.g., religious teachings and practices, intergenerational family mediation). As many individuals have become less connected to the social capital
and moral authority of tightly knit communities, new psychological construals of forgiveness might be offering cultural tools for those trying to adapt to an individualistic
ecology by freeing the self from negative attachments to others. This thesis could be
loosely supported by the fact that most of the contemporary psychological literature
has focused on forgiving others or on self-forgiveness with comparably less focus on
seeking forgiveness or reconciliation (Sandage & Wiens, 2001).

Defining Forgiveness
Among the many psychological defi nitions of individual forgiveness toward others,
we have been most influenced by McCullough’s (McCullough & Witvliet, 2002) social
psychological model of intrapersonal forgiveness of an offender as a process of prosocial transformation in interpersonal motivations toward that offender where motivations become less vengeful and avoidant, and more benevolent. This definition
suggests there are both active (vengeful) and passive (avoidant or exclusionary) motivational alternatives to forgiveness.

Theoretical Assumptions
We will briefly outline some of the contours of our present theoretical assumptions
about forgiveness and culture as a way of admitting our expectations and potential
biases.
1. Forgiveness emerges at multiple levels of human development as ways relational
subsystems attempt to adapt to their ecological or systemic contexts. These subsystems could be individuals, dyads, families, communities, nations, or other
groupings. The subsystem unit of focus in forgiveness research and practice (e.g.,
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individual, dyad, community) is itself a culture-laden decision (McCullough &
Witvliet, 2002). For example, traditional, highly collectivistic Hmong tend to view
forgiveness as a communal process of restoring face and harmony between clans
rather than an individual decision or dyadic process. Ecological or multisystemic
perspectives also suggest forgiveness could be one form of systemic equilibrium
or ecological balancing between subsystems (Maddock & Larson, 1995; Trzyna,
1997). These perspectives serve to widen the frame of reference for determining whether a particular form of forgiveness meets optimal standards for social
justice and ecological health. For example, forms of forgiveness that threaten the
integrity or survival of a particular subsystem could be considered unjust, unhealthy, and potentially ecologically damaging, such as when abuse victims remain in abusive relationships with perpetrators (Lamb, 2002).
2. More specifically, forgiveness represents one way in which subsystems attempt to
balance power and control in their ecosystemic contexts. The dynamics of power and control are largely neglected in the psychological literature on forgiveness (Fincham, 2000; Lamb, 2002; Shults & Sandage, 2003). Maddock and Larson
(1995) use dictionary defi nitions of power (“the capacity to influence”) and control (“the capacity to restrain or regulate influence”) to develop a single dialectical construct (power/control) reflecting the interactive nature of these constructs
in human systems (p. 55). They assert that power and control are both necessary
components of social interaction and, if unbalanced, become distorted and oppressive. For example, the distorted dynamics of power/control can be replicated
by the very social systems charged to intervene in abusive relationships. Authority
figures who use coercion to demand forgiveness from someone may unintentionally perpetuate a cycle of overpowering and victimization. Conversely, healthy
forgiveness might be an empowering way of negotiating boundaries. Forgiveness
can be described as resulting from the intersubjective and self-differentiating capacity to recognize both self and other as subjects and agents rather than objects
for domination or rigid control (Sandage, in press).
3. The cultural worldview contours of individualism and collectivism represent a
promising set of dimensions for understanding cultural differences in models of
forgiveness (Sandage et al., 2003; Sandage & Wiens, 2001). In Table 4.1, we provide an outline for contrasting individualistic and collectivistic worldviews as
they might influence models of forgiveness. Our contrast is offered as a general
heuristic and is based largely on theory rather than empirical data at this point,
although we will review some empirical support in this chapter.
Individualistic worldviews tend to construe selfhood as independent and self-reflexive, emphasizing personal boundaries and self-definition. Individualistic worldviews are likely to construe forgiveness as a personal choice to fit with exchange or
contractual views of relationships. The primary individualistic face-concern would be
saving self-face, so forgiveness might be practiced if it heals a loss of self-esteem. Forgiveness and reconciliation would be considered sharply distinct in order to preserve

RT9491_C004.indd 44

5/13/05 10:09:14 AM

Forgiveness in Context

45

TABLE 4.1. Comparison of Individualistic and Collectivistic Worldviews in Relation to
Forgiveness
Factor viewed

Individualistic worldview

Collectivistic worldview

View of self

Independent, self-reflexive

Interdependent, socially
embedded

View of relationships

Exchange/contractual

Communal/covenantal

Primary face concern

Self-face

Other-face and self-face

Forgiveness and reconciliation

Sharply distinct

Closely related

Value of self-forgiveness

High

Low

Central goal of forgiveness

Personal well-being

Social well-being

Primary tools for forgiveness

Professional psychotherapy,
self-help resources, and
individual coping skills

Communal mediators/healers, narratives, rituals, and
symbols

Note: Adapted from Sandage & Wiens (2001), this table is intended to provide a general heuristic for
outlining and comparing models of forgiveness based on individualistic and collectivistic worldviews. Admittedly, there are many versions of individualism and collectivism, and some bicultural
individuals can even employ both. The hypothesized differences are based mostly on theory rather
than empirical data.

individual boundaries. Self-forgiveness fits an individualistic emphasis on self-reflexivity and freedom from communal authority. The goal of individualistic forgiveness would be personal well-being for the one who forgives. It would utilize tools
such as professional psychotherapy, self-help resources, and individual coping skills.
Collectivistic cultures construe selfhood as interdependent and socially embedded, emphasizing social connections and group norms. The collectivistic view of relationships as communal or covenantal suggests forgiveness would be less a personal
choice and more a proscribed duty in certain culturally defined situations. For a highly collectivistic group, an offense or loss of face may not happen to just one person but
to several people. Collectivistic concerns for saving both other- and self-face require
community involvements in forgiveness. Therefore, when forgiveness occurs, it is not
extended by just one person but by a family, group, or clan. Forgiveness and reconciliation are likely to be closely related or synonymous in collectivistic cultures. Selfforgiveness is likely to be implausible from a collectivistic worldview because the self
is socially defined and socially sustained. The collectivistic goal of forgiveness will
prioritize restoring social harmony and well-being above personal benefits. Members
of collectivistic societies are also likely to utilize third-party mediators (e.g., family or
clan leaders) and cultural healers (e.g., priests, clergy, shamans) to negotiate confl ict
and forgiveness through communal rituals and ceremonies. Collectivistic cultural
traditions often include narratives and symbols that can provide shared understandings of the cultural tools for forgiveness.
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REVIEW OF EMPIRICAL AND THEORETICAL LITERATURE
As we suggested earlier, there is not a well-developed coherent body of research on
forgiveness and culture. In this section, we will review the loose collection of studies
we found most pertinent to understanding connections between forgiveness and culture. There are so few published studies on forgiveness and culture that a relatively
comprehensive review is possible, yet drawing broad conclusions is dangerous. For
this reason, the reader should be aware that our review is tentative, with a strong possibility that initial trends might be disconfi rmed. We will fi rst describe and illustrate
the main empirical and theoretical approaches researchers have utilized in studying
forgiveness and culture. Then we will review the empirical evidence for both general
trends in forgiveness across cultures and culturally unique trends in forgiveness.

Empirical and Theoretical Approaches to Studying
Forgiveness and Culture
Social science researchers approaching forgiveness and culture empirically have
largely relied on three main approaches. One quantitative strategy involves cross-cultural psychological research within a particular cultural domain outside of the United States in an effort to test the validity of a forgiveness model previously developed
in the United States. For example, Huang and Enright (2000) tested Enright’s developmental model of forgiveness in South Korea. Similarly, Park and Enright (1997) used
a Taiwanese sample to determine whether older adolescents (ages 20–23) would be
more intrinsically forgiving than their younger counterparts (ages 12–14), who were
hypothesized to be more extrinsically motivated. In both cases, the researchers were
looking to other cultures to generalize, providing evidence of the potential universality of a certain forgiveness process. The main advantage of this approach is that it can
show how certain aspects of forgiveness may be universal or similar for people across
many or all cultures. The main limitation of this approach is that models and measures from one cultural context might be used in a different cultural context without
adequate attention to subtle variants in cultural meaning.
Another quantitative approach that researchers have implemented involves crosscultural psychological research comparing samples from two or more different cultural, ethnic, or racial groups on forgiveness measures. For example, Kadiangandu,
Mullet, and Vinsonneau (2001) compare Congolese and French samples, and Takaku,
Weiner, and Ohbuchi (2001) compare Japanese and American samples. It should be
noted that this type of cross-cultural research includes not only comparisons between
cultures across the national divide but sometimes between cultures within the same
nation. Azar and Mullet’s (2001) comparison of forgiveness schemas between Christian and Muslim religious samples within Lebanon provide one illustration. A major
benefit to this type of approach, in addition to supplying direct evidence for similarities and differences across cultures, is that comparisons can still be made within
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cultures. For instance, Kadiangandu and his colleagues (2001) not only compare the
French and the Congolese but also look for gender differences within each culture.
The third empirical approach includes the general category of qualitative methods
that anthropologists, psychologists, and sociologists have used to try to understand
the cultural and social functions and meanings of forgiveness in particular contexts
(e.g., Gobodo-Madikizela, 2002). The chief advantage of many qualitative approaches
is that researchers can be placed in close proximity to the cultural communities and
lived experiences of those being studied. These approaches can provide access to narratives and other cultural artifacts involved in social processes of forgiveness, demonstrating the meaning and functions that forgiveness serves for people of various
cultural traditions.
Kratz’s (1991, 1994) ethnographic study is a good example in describing how the
Okiek of Kenya use a communal ritual of confession and forgiveness as a culturally
proscribed rite of passage for the initiation of adolescent girls into adulthood. Kratz’s
fieldwork with the Okiek spanned 14 years and involved detailed ethnographic analyses of ritual events. For example, 14-year-old Okiek girls confess all of their “social
debts” in the form of personal narratives (or pesenweek) during a late-night community ceremony in front of a fi re. During their confessions, the girls are questioned by
a male announcer who challenges them to admit all hidden sins. As the girls confess,
they are publicly harangued and jeered by laughter from adult community members,
who then come forward in a line and demonstrate absolution and forgiveness by taking turns anointing the girls’ faces with a mixture of fat and saliva. This ceremony is
followed by the girls’ excision (a form of genital mutilation) and culminates in their
status transformation as part of the adult community.
One function of this ritual of confession and forgiveness is to alleviate any lingering anger or resentment toward the girls by adults who might be involved in the
excision cutting. Kratz (1991) contrasts this ceremony with Catholic confession in
which the ritual of confession and forgiveness is played out repeatedly and privately
in confessional over the course of an individuals’ adult life rather than as a single
developmental rite of passage. In a later volume, Kratz (1994) employs semiotics (the
study of signs and cultural symbols) to construct her interpretation of the ritual efficacy of Okiek initiation ceremonies in transforming cultural identities. A strength of
this type of ethnographic research is the rich, in-depth descriptive data of a cultural
practice that would be impossible (and unethical) to study in a lab setting.
Nqweni’s (2002) phenomenological interview study with South African families
that were victimized by apartheid-related political violence and publicly shared their
stories with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) represents a different
kind of qualitative approach (for a related case study, see Gobodo-Madikizela, 2002).
The interview data offers a thick narrative description of how these families had
suffered and the systemic complications involved in forgiving alleged perpetrators.
For example, some participants found the public testimony of alleged perpetrators
to be unconvincing, and this particularly hindered forgiveness when the location of
personal remains was at issue. In some cases, disunity within victimized families
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seemed to be exacerbated by the TRC process. Some participants objected to cases
where perpetrator amnesty was granted before reparations were clarified. Despite
these and other systemic barriers, some of the participants articulated forgiveness toward perpetrators. Community support was described as a primary healing resource
for families. Unfortunately, Nqweni did not report the frequencies or location of these
themes within the sample, which compromises the adequacy of the description of the
data and limits phenomenological validity.

Empirical Findings Supporting General Trends in Forgiveness Across Cultures
Initial empirical research on forgiveness and culture supports the notion that some
dimensions of forgiveness may occur in similar ways across cultures. Azar and colleagues (Azar & Mullet, 2001; Azar, Mullet, & Vinsonneau, 1999) demonstrate, in both
of their vignette studies, that a general “forgiveness schema” is shared independent
of participants’ religious or cultural community. In the fi rst study (Azar et al., 1999),
Christian (Catholic, Maronite, and Orthodox sects) participants from Beirut (N = 48)
read stories of a harmful act committed against a child in the Lebanese civil war and
indicated their levels of forgiveness. The stories were manipulated on four dimensions: whether the transgressor had in-group or out-group membership (Muslim or
Christian), the degree of intent, the severity of the offense consequences, and apologies for the offense. The second study (Azar & Mullet, 2001) used an identical procedure but exposed a larger sample (N = 96) with a balance of Christians and Muslims
(Druze , Shiite, and Sunni sects).
Whether participants were Muslim or Christian, Druze or Maronite, they all stated they would be more forgiving when a hypothetical shooting was not intentional,
did not carry long-term consequences, and was followed by a perpetrator’s apology.
These studies confi rm and extend prior research on intentionality, apology, and offense consequences as strong predictors of forgiveness (Girard & Mullet, 1997; McCullough & Witvliet, 2002). This pair of cultural studies (Azar & Mullet, 2001; Azar
et al., 1999) also goes beyond previous work by providing evidence that the in-group/
out-group distinction may reduce in importance when making forgiveness determinations. Christians were just as likely to forgive Muslims as to forgive fellow Christians
for gun violence in a hypothetical scenario, and the same was true of Muslims forgiving Christians. Nevertheless, an avenue for future research is whether this finding
would hold up in real scenarios of in-group versus out-group offenses.
Cognitive moral reasoning about forgiveness is another area of possible crosscultural generalizability. Enright and his colleagues (Huang & Enright, 2000; Park
& Enright, 1997) have found evidence that certain cross-sectional trends in the development of forgiveness occur in Eastern cultures in ways that parallel trends in
U.S. culture. In Enright’s initial research on adolescents, an age-graded typology of
forgiveness was developed (see Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000). It was based loosely on
Kohlberg’s stages of moral reasoning. Level 1 and 2 forgivers, who tended to be younger,

RT9491_C004.indd 48

5/13/05 10:09:16 AM

Forgiveness in Context

49

desired forgiveness only after some level of revenge or compensation has taken place.
Level 3 and 4 forgivers, who tended to be older, were largely responding out of a felt
obligation to others or society. Level 5 and 6 forgivers, who tended to be the oldest,
forgave intrinsically, out of a genuine sense of compassion and love.
Park and Enright (1997) confi rmed part of this model on a Korean sample of
adolescents who had experienced a personal injury from a friend in the previous
6 months. The researchers used an understanding–forgiveness interview to assess
participants’ responses to moral dilemmas regarding forgiveness and level of development of reasoning about forgiveness. Younger Koreans (ages 12–14) showed lower
levels of forgiveness understanding than did older Koreans (ages 20–22). Huang and
Enright’s (2000) study of adults in Taiwan further extended the developmental model
by gathering behavioral and physiological data. A screening measure similar to the
understanding–forgiveness interview was used to select only Level 4 (Lawful) forgivers and Level 6 (Loving) forgivers. Level 4 forgivers were more prone to cast down
their eyes, use masked smiles, and show higher blood pressure during the telling of
the offending incident than were Level 6 forgivers. This initial evidence seems to suggest a cross-cultural developmental trend in forgiveness that is motivated initially by
egocentrism, then social conformity, and fi nally an intrinsic expression of love. It is
important to note that Huang and Enright’s (2000) study used a sample that consists
exclusively of adults. Therefore, a substantial amount of variation in people’s level
of forgiveness remained in later life, even within the same developmental cohort.
However, these studies were cross-sectional rather than longitudinal and did not include research strategies that could have provided data about cultural differences in
forgiveness.

Empirical Findings Supporting Culturally Unique Trends in Forgiveness
There is some empirical evidence and theoretical work that points toward culturally
unique trends in the practice of forgiveness. Scobie, Scobie, and Kakavoulis (2002)
conducted a comparative factor analysis of undergraduate student samples in Britain
(n = 315), Greece (n = 130), and Cyprus (n = 119) using the Scobie Forgiveness Scale,
which attempts to measure seven different linguistic components of forgiveness. The
groups did not differ on overall willingness to forgive or be forgiven; however, there
were some cross-cultural differences on the components of forgiveness as well as item
loadings on those components. For example, the British group endorsed guilt-release
language more and relationship-repairing language less in connection with forgiveness than did the Greek or Cypriot groups. The authors offered little interpretation of
the cultural differences in their results.
The most common explanatory framework for cultural differences contrasts individualistic, legalistic societies with collectivistic, communal societies (Fiske et al.,
1998). Takaku et al. (2001) conducted an experimental study in which Japanese and
American participants were placed in a condition where they visualized a time they
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were wrongdoers (hypocrisy-inducing condition) or in a condition where they visualized a time they had been victims. Results showed that although both Japanese
and Americans forgave more after being exposed to a hypocrisy-inducing manipulation, the psychological process by which the hypocrisy induction works is different
across cultures. Whereas Americans were more attuned to the perceived controllability of the offense (i.e., did the offender have a choice), Japanese were more attentive to
the stability of an offense (i.e., the recidivism) and their relationship to the offender.
Furthermore, Americans framed the offense more in terms of a violation of justice,
whereas Japanese were more apt to frame offenses as violations of norms and roles. A
less assimilable fi nding is that while the Japanese tendency to forgive was mediated
entirely by negative emotions toward the offender, the American tendency to forgive
was directly affected by several variables: (a) negative emotions, (b) positive emotions, (c) perceived controllability of offense, and (d) the hypocrisy induction (Takaku
et al., 2001).
Individualism and collectivism also emerged as potential explanatory constructs
for differences between the French and Congolese in the tendency to forgive (Kadiangandu et al., 2001). In a questionnaire study, Kadiangandu and his colleagues found
that Congolese claimed to be more forgiving, less vengeful, and more responsive to
personal and social circumstances that suggest forgiveness. Older adults in the Congolese sample were more sensitive to circumstances when forgiving, whereas withingroup age differences were not found in the French sample.
Beyond cultural differences in individualism and collectivism, Congo and France
have very different systems of justice (Kadiangandu et al., 2001). The French system of
justice, similar to most Western systems, traditionally involves sanction and control
by third party authorities (e.g., police, judges, and juries). By contrast, the Congolese
system relies more heavily on relational exclusion and subsequent forgiveness and
reintegration in a system based more on restorative justice. Furthermore, because the
community is more deeply integrated and interdependent, forgiveness, at times, becomes a necessity for sustaining societal functioning.
Collectivistic societies may also differ simply in how offenses are construed and
how many people are involved throughout the forgiveness process. Temoshok and
Chandra (2000) found that when Indian women contracted AIDS, 80% blamed their
family of origin for their woeful circumstances, whereas only 40% blamed their husbands, who actually gave them the disease. In this study, women in a collectivistic
society with family-arranged marriages viewed an offense not strictly as a failure of
a husband to exercise responsibility for his sexual behavior but as a failure of their
families to marry them to the correct person. Forgiveness, therefore, implies more
than just forgiving their husbands but also forgiving their families.
In summary, though forgiveness may have some cross-cultural dimensions, it
also appears that forgiveness is understood and practiced in ways that are culturally
shaped. Preliminary work suggests that victims from collectivistic societies are more
inclined to pay attention to the likelihood the offender will reoffend, whereas victims
from individualistic societies focus attention on the offenders’ control over the initial
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offenses. Furthermore, collectivists may be more inclined to relational motivations
for forgiveness, whereas individualists are more motivated by justice considerations.
One study (Kadiangandu et al., 2001) showed that a more behaviorally interdependent
and relational tribal culture was more forgiving than a comparatively individualistic
and legalistic culture; however, no other studies have shown differences in people’s
overall level of forgiveness across cultures.

NEW DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN FORGIVENESS
AND CULTURE RESEARCH
Optimal progress in understanding the relationships between forgiveness and culture in various contexts will require multimethod interdisciplinary approaches to
research. In recommending multiple methods, we are suggesting there are scientific
strengths to both qualitative and quantitative methods. Qualitative research strategies could start with ethnographic fieldwork studies with various cultural groups,
using interview and observational methods to gain thick descriptions of forgivenessrelated conflicts, rituals, practices, and other cultural artifacts. These research strategies could employ the paradigms of cultural psychology and indigenous psychology,
which value local knowledge and bottom-up model building (Kim, Park, & Park,
2000). Qualitative studies could investigate indigenous defi nitions of forgiveness and
the specific rituals or cultural tools used to generate forgiveness. Collaborative actionresearch approaches should be utilized, particularly with underserved populations,
in order to dialog with participant stakeholders about the benefits of a given study for
that group.
It could be particularly helpful to have qualitative data related to the community
and contextual dimensions of culture that seem to promote or impede experiences
of forgiveness. For example, what types of cultural or systemic factors maintain unforgiveness? And what cultural or systemic factors promote in-group and out-group
forms of forgiveness? Longitudinal designs with immigrant or refugee populations
could examine the potential health benefits of forgiveness in groups experiencing
rapid cultural change.
Quantitative research on forgiveness and culture should prioritize measurement
development, an area where there has been virtually no cross-cultural validation
of forgiveness measures. This means there is almost no solid data on the degree to
which forgiveness is valued or understood universally. As measurement limitations
are overcome, structural equations modeling could be used to examine cross-cultural between-group differences on individual forgiveness items beyond analyses of
overall scale scores or factor structures. Culture-laden developmental and personality
variables that have been previously related to forgiveness, such as empathy or shame,
should be studied with cross-cultural samples. A host of cultural variables could
be tested for mediator or moderator effects on various forgiveness measures, including individualism and collectivism, acculturation conflicts, family coping styles, and
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spiritual and religious variables, among others. The interactions between cultural
dynamics and understandings of desecration (i.e., assaults on sacred space) could be
a particularly important area of study in order to reduce politically and religiously
volatile forms of unforgiveness. Culturally accommodative psychoeducational, counseling, parent education, and substance abuse interventions with forgiveness modules
also need to be developed and empirically tested.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
Surprisingly few published psychological forgiveness interventions include explicit
consideration of culturally appropriate target populations or recommended ways of
adapting interventions for cultural diversity. As an example of the relevance of these
issues, forgiveness interventions that promote forgiving someone else as an individual choice or decision that can be legitimately motivated by personal benefits may
represent an individualistic cultural tool but may not fit the worldviews of highly
collectivistic groups. Counselors and therapists should be sensitive to cultural influences on defi nitions and practices of forgiveness and develop the needed skills for
intercultural dialog in this area.
It is also important to consider forgiveness and related issues within various
cultural and systemic contexts. Most people live within numerous interpenetrating
cultural or relational systems, which can be a source of the very confl icts that raise
forgiveness issues. For example, intergenerational acculturation differences are a
source of conflict in many families and cultural groups. Awareness of cultural dynamics of power and control in various systems can help prevent the use of forgiveness interventions that are ineffective or even harmful.
Cultural diversity also means that differing groups of people will approach and
transform cultural tools for forgiveness in differing ways. For example, writing exercises are common in forgiveness studies and interventions. Yet many recent refugee
and immigrant populations are comprised of many individuals with limited English
writing skills, making English-based forgiveness writing exercises ineffective as a
culturally sensitive tool. One Hmong-American therapist in our area described helping many of his Hmong clients cope with anger and practice forgiveness using the
nonverbal cultural tools of weaving storycloth and hammering nails (Sandage et al.,
2003). Recent refugee or immigrant populations are among those populations that are
often less inclined to visit a mental health professional, so psychoeducational groups
might be a primary forgiveness intervention for this group.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
The growing field of positive psychology is helping advance scientific and applied
contributions related to a variety of developmental strengths and virtues, including
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forgiveness. We are encouraged that positive psychologists are joining those in other
disciplines who have been studying the human strengths that contribute to personal
and communal well-being. Peterson and Seligman (2004) have classified what they
take to be universal, cross-cultural virtues supported by evolution. Sandage et al.
(2003) argued for the development of a multicultural positive psychology that embraces scientific rigor and cross-cultural research but also explores cultural influences in
the diverse expressions of virtues such as forgiveness.
Our current research related to forgiveness and culture involves a partnership
with several leaders in the Hmong-American community in the twin cities. The
Hmong are a Southeastern Asian ethnic group that fought with the U.S. in Laos
against the North Vietnamese. Starting in the 1970s, the U.S. eventually helped many
Hmong families relocate to the U.S. from refugee camps in Thailand. Sandage et al.
(2003) describe some initial fieldwork consultation with Hmong cultural informants
about Hmong understandings of forgiveness. A case study of forgiveness described
by a Hmong-American therapist is also used to provide descriptive data of cultural
meanings of forgiveness. The fieldwork and case study reveal several dimensions of
highly collectivistic Hmong culture that shape the dynamics of forgiveness in ways
that differ markedly from many of the dominant models in Western psychology. For
example, traditional Hmong spirituality is a mix of animism and ancestor worship,
which tends to promote a concern for securing forgiveness from ancestral spirits
through correct funeral practices and other ritual sacrifices. The etiology of many
physical and emotional problems is interpreted by traditional Hmong as resulting
from an unforgiving spirit.
Traditional Hmong also practice forgiveness in a highly collectivistic way where
conflicts are expected to utilize family and clan mediation. Interpersonal offenses are
often viewed as losses of face for an entire family or clan. Forgiveness ceremonies are
held between clans and can include very specific rituals, gifts, and even face washing as symbolic gestures of restoring the face that was lost or shamed during conflict.
We are currently working with Hmong therapists in conducting semistructured interviews with Hmong-Americans who are willing to describe their experiences of
forgiveness. One research participant clearly referred to one cultural artifact or script
that informed his attempt to seek forgiveness:
Because I broke the [axe] handle, I was somewhat afraid. Therefore, I went and bought
some good-tasting liquor because we knew that person well. . . . I went to the person
and in the Hmong way, I asked him for forgiveness. (Sandage, Xiong, & Chang, 2005)

To our knowledge, published psychological approaches to forgiveness and reconciliation in the West have not included the suggestion of giving “good-tasting liquor”
or other gifts. But “the Hmong way” and many other cultural “ways” of forgiveness
represent fascinating streams that researchers have not previously explored.
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Chapter Five

When the Sacred Is Violated:
Desecration as a Unique Challenge
to Forgiveness
Annette Mahoney
Mark S. Rye
Kenneth I. Pargament

I

n this chapter, we address unique challenges that arise when people interpret interpersonal violations from a religious frame of reference. Although the construct
of forgiveness has long been embedded within religious systems of meaning in
many cultures (Rye et al., 2000), contemporary psychological theory and research
on forgiveness have largely avoided explicit discussion of the spiritual dimension of
forgiveness. However, most people in the United States and in many other parts of
the world adhere to religious frameworks of meaning. For example, most Americans
believe in God or a higher power and commonly engage in religious practices, such as
prayer (Gallup & Jones, 2000). Thus, it would seem important for social scientists to
integrate religiously based beliefs and behaviors into models of how people interpret
and come to terms with interpersonal violations. For example, the terrorist attacks on
September 11, 2001, reflected more than a terrible loss of life and property in the eyes
of many Americans; these public tragedies also represented a violation of fundamental spiritual symbols and values, including the sacredness of the nation, the sanctity
of life, and the sublime virtues of justice and compassion. Private traumas can likewise affect people spiritually, as we hear in the pain and anger voiced by a 48-year-old
woman after she discovered that her partner was in a three-year-long affair with a
mutual friend: “I could not comprehend the level of ongoing purposeful deceit on the
part of my significant other. [It was] unimaginable that an ‘upstanding, prominent,
religious, moral, preaching’ person could be so utterly deceitful in so many ways for
such an extended period of time” (Pargament, Magyar, Benore, & Mahoney, in press).
In this chapter, we offer a set of researchable propositions about how religion
could shape the way that people interpret interpersonal violations and render forgiveness. In particular, we focus on how perceiving interpersonal violations as having a
57
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spiritual dimension (i.e., desecrations) may affect how people come to terms with a
wrongdoing. Desecration, a newly emerging construct in the psychology of religion, is
defined as the violation of a sanctified aspect of life (Pargament et al., in press). Specifically, we elaborate on three major propositions about desecration. First, desecration
adds to the psychological trauma experienced when a violation occurs. Second, desecration incorporates an additional component—the sacred—into the interpersonal
dynamics between a victim and perpetrator when a violation occurs. Third, depending on a variety of contextual factors, perceiving an event as a desecration could increase or decrease peoples’ motivation to forgive.
At the onset, it should be recognized that this chapter is conceptually oriented
and speculative in nature because little empirical research has been conducted thus
far on desecration. Further, because the psychology of religion emphasizes individual
religiousness, few studies speak to the interplay of religion and interpersonal processes such as forgiveness. To foster integration of religion and interpersonal psychology,
we focus here on a victim’s responses to a perpetrator who commits a desecration. We
do not address a perpetrator’s perceptions of, or responses to, committing a desecration toward the self or others. Neither do we address victims’ responses to communal
desecrations. Also, although desecration is a construct that presumably transcends
specific religions, our propositions about desecration and forgiveness may be especially pertinent to believers of monotheistic religions in which God is identified as a
separate entity with whom people have a relationship. Our hope is that this chapter
will expand the psychology of religion’s attention to the interpersonal realm, particularly with regard to forgiveness in a dyadic social context.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT DESECRATION
AND FORGIVENESS
Desecration
Sanctification as a Conceptual Prerequisite. A prerequisite to understanding desecration is the concept of sanctification (Mahoney et al., 1999; Pargament & Mahoney,
in press), which refers to perceiving an aspect of life as having divine character and
significance. Two such processes have been highlighted in previous studies. Theistic
sanctification refers to experiencing an aspect of life as being a manifestation of one’s
images, beliefs, or experience of God. Nontheistic sanctification occurs without reference to a specific deity and takes place when an aspect of life is imbued with divine
qualities, such as timelessness, ultimate value, and transcendence. Thus, marriage
can become a sacred covenant between both spouses and God, a job can become a
God-given vocation, a piece of land can become blessed ground, a nurse can become a
saint, and a day of the week can become the Sabbath. The process of sanctification extends the realm of the sacred beyond concepts of God, the Divine, and transcendence
to include most, if not all, aspects of life.
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Empirical research suggests that people imbue many life experiences with sacred
meaning. For example, Mahoney et al. (in press) asked adults to rate the degree to
which each of their top 10 strivings in life was sanctified. Although some types of
strivings were more sacred than others, the participants perceived a wide array of
strivings as connected to God or imbued with sacred qualities, including the family,
self-development, work and money, physical health, and existential concerns. Studies
also suggest that sanctification has important implications for individual and interpersonal functioning. Namely, people appear to invest more of themselves in things
they hold sacred. In this vein, Mahoney et al. (in press) found that adults devoted
more time and energy on their most highly sanctified strivings, compared with their
least sanctified strivings. Second, people are more likely to preserve and protect the
sacred aspects of their lives. For example, working with a community sample, Mahoney et al. (1999) found that husbands and wives who sanctified their marriages to a
greater degree were more protective of their relationships; they responded to conflict
with better problem-solving strategies, such as more collaboration, less verbal aggression, and less stalemating. Third, people are likely to derive greater satisfaction and
well-being from aspects of life that are experienced as divine. For instance, greater
sanctification of the marriage has been tied to greater marital satisfaction and more
personal benefits from marriage (Mahoney et al., 1999). In sum, people view many aspects of life as possessing a deeper, more ultimate level of reality. As a result, they are
approached differently. Jones (2002) puts it this way: “The sacred is not, necessarily,
a unique and special object or domain split off from the rest of life, but is rather the
world of ordinary objects experienced in a particular way” (p. 61).
Definition of Desecration. Sanctification provides the backdrop for our understanding of desecration, which we defi ne as the violation of a sanctified aspect of life (Pargament et al., in press). A desecration is tantamount to destroying a perceived point of
connection between the human and the Divine. In religious language, the perpetrator
commits a sacrilege by failing to treat a sacred aspect of life with obligatory awe and
reverence. In psychological language, the violation threatens the divine status of an
aspect of life by breaking presumed or explicit standards of conduct (i.e., behavior,
cognitions, or emotion) with respect to the sanctified object.
To our knowledge, three empirical studies have been conducted on desecration
(Magyar, Pargament, & Mahoney, 2000; Mahoney et al., 2002; Pargament et al., in
press). In these studies, participants answered items about the degree to which they
perceived an event as a desecration. Two interlocking beliefs are necessary to endorse
the items. An individual must perceive that the aspect of life under question had
previously been sanctified and that the event violated this aspect of life. In theistically oriented items on the desecration measure, God is overtly mentioned. Examples
include: A part of my life that God made sacred was attacked; something from God
was torn out of my life; the Divine in my life was intentionally harmed through this
event; something symbolic of God was purposely damaged; something sacred that
came from God was dishonored; this event ruined a blessing from God; and this event
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was both an offense against me and against God. Other items on the scale refer to
the sanctified aspect of life without reference to a specific higher power. Examples
of these items include: A violation of something spiritual to me occurred; something
evil ruined a blessing in my life; a sacred part of my life was violated; the event was
a sinful act involving something meaningful in my life; something that was sacred
to me was destroyed; this event was an immoral act against something I value; this
event was a transgression of something sacred. In studies thus far, the items with and
without reference to God correlate highly and do not load onto separate factors.
Impact of Desecration. The theory of sanctification sets the stage for why negative
life events that are interpreted to be desecrations are likely to have special power
and significance. Namely, three interrelated issues could heighten the psychological
trauma of a desecration. First, assumptions that people make about sanctified aspects
of life represent critical ingredients of the individual’s worldview (Pargament & Mahoney, in press). For example, sacred objects, such as family bonds, may often be
presumed to be everlasting and deserving of reverence by believers and nonbelievers
alike. Others may assume that sanctified objects hold a special power that protects the
objects and their owners from violation (e.g., God will protect this aspect of life from
harm). Even if these assumptions are held implicitly, they can be psychologically
powerful. The death of a loved one, the end of a marriage, or the experience of victimization may be terribly traumatic because they damage not only a person’s sense
of benevolence, justice, and self-worth, but also his or her core spiritual worldview.
Qualitative research suggests that unforgivable injuries tend to fracture assumptions
about personal control, justice, self-worth, or the goodness of others (Flanigan, 1992).
In a similar manner, desecrations may be especially painful because such violations
may raise serious doubts about the sacred nature of the violated object as well as undermine the individual’s larger spiritual system of meaning. Furthermore, these types
of offenses entail the destruction of a connection to the divine realm.
Second, the sacred may be central to the stories and themes by which people
live. Narrative theorists have described how people lend meaning to their lives by
structuring their experiences into “macronarratives,” encompassing life stories, and
“micronarratives,” smaller stories (Neimeyer & Levitt, 2001, p. 48). Narratives that
are interwoven with a sacred dimension may be particularly compelling. Relevant
here is the work by Emmons (1999) who examined the role of spirituality in personal
strivings. Strivings describe “what a person is typically trying to do” (p. 26). They
add unity and coherence to daily behavior and to the individual’s life story. Emmons,
Cheung, and Tehrani (1998) found that overtly spiritual strivings may be particularly
valuable in this regard. They asked a sample of 78 adults to report their strivings.
Twenty-five percent of these goals were coded as either theistic (e.g., live a godly life)
or spiritual (e.g., teach my children spiritual truths). People with a higher proportion
of theistic and spiritual strivings reported significantly greater purpose in life, greater subjective well-being, and greater coherence and integration among their goals.
Spiritual strivings, Emmons concluded, can help to unify and integrate personality.
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Similarly, Mahoney et al. (in press) found that the more people sanctified major life
strivings, the more they reported a sense of joy, meaning, and purpose in life. However, there is a potential downside to the sanctification of an individual’s strivings and
larger life narrative. Events that violate sanctified aspects of life are likely to disrupt
the narrative flow of an individual’s life. The old story the individual had planned to
live by may no longer be viable, and a new tale must be constructed. Ultimately, the
individual may see this unfolding story as facilitating personal growth, but the process is likely to be painful.
Third, as cited earlier, empirical research on sanctification indicates that people
make greater investments in and derive greater benefits from sanctified objects. In
turn, the destruction of a connection to the sacred realm may be especially frightening to a victim, who presumably would want to protect and defend vigorously the
sacred realm from further threat.
Together, these three arguments provide the basis for asserting that perceiving
an offense as a desecration is likely to evoke more intense intrapersonal reactions to
the offense. These responses could include greater fear because something of divine
value has unexpectedly been harmed and may not be repairable; greater anger because fundamental expectations of how sacred objects should be treated have been
broken; and greater sadness because a sacred object has been lost, and basic assumptions about the world have been compromised (Mahoney et al., 2002; Pargament et
al., in press). The added stress from a desecration may also be manifested by poorer
health by the victim (Magyar et al., 2000). In light of this greater suffering, a victim of
a desecration may also experience a deeper need to repair or protect the sacred object
as well as find it necessary to reevaluate and modify core beliefs. Desecrations may
also evoke stronger interpersonal reactions by victims toward perpetrators (Mahoney
et al., 2002). This includes a greater desire for punishment of the offender because of
the damage done to the sacred; greater confidence in judging the violator because the
victim has the sacred on his or her side; and a stronger sense of self-righteousness and
moral superiority relative to the perpetrator.
Empirically, three studies lend initial support to our suppositions about the effects of desecration. First, Magyar et al. (2000) examined the intrapersonal implications of desecration in a sample of 359 college students, predominantly women, who
had been recently hurt in a romantic relationship. Consistent with hypotheses, the
more that students perceived the interpersonal hurt or betrayal as a desecration of a
sacred relationship, the more they reported negative emotions and mental and physical health symptoms. In addition, higher levels of desecration were linked with greater
posttraumatic psychological growth and spiritual change in the process of coming to
terms with the offense. Both sets of links remained significant even after controlling
for the negativity of the event. Thus, the interpretation of a relationship violation as a
desecration had significant ties to the psychological adjustment, physical health, and
identity development of college students beyond the mere severity of the incident.
In another study that dealt with the implications of a desecration for personal
well-being, Pargament et al. (in press) asked 117 adults randomly selected from the
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community to rate the degree to which they perceived the most negative event in their
lives in the past 2 years as a desecration. Higher ratings were related to greater anger,
depression, and anxiety, as well as more intrusive thoughts about the event. But after
controlling for global religiousness and two event-related variables (i.e., whether the
individual identified a perpetrator; the number of objects the participant reported lost
or violated in the event), greater desecration was related only to higher levels of anger
and avoidance strategies (e.g., tried not to think or talk about the event, immersion in
school or work) and to lower levels of posttraumatic psychological growth (e.g., less
reevaluation of values and relationship commitments). Thus, mature adults who have
experienced a desecration may be energized by anger and the sense of deep spiritual
violation, which then strongly motivates a shift in focus from the trauma itself to
doing things to reestablish control over one’s life. Although this coping approach
may deflect some of the distress tied to the violation, it may not lead to more positive
change for adults who have well-established identities.
A third study on desecration assessed not only the intrapsychic functioning of
the victims but also the victims’ reactions toward perpetrators (i.e., interpersonal
variables). Specifically, Mahoney et al. (2002) surveyed college students living in the
Midwest and in New York City about the 9/11 terrorists attacks in the United States.
Consistent with earlier research, the more that the students perceived the attacks as
a desecration, the more likely they were to report depression, anxiety, and a sense of
threat. Higher levels of desecration were also tied to greater likelihood of altering life
priorities, reaching out more to others for support, and deepening one’s spirituality
(e.g., prayer, feeling closer to God and religious community). In addition, higher levels
of desecration were robustly related to endorsement of extreme retaliatory responses
toward terrorists (e.g., use of nuclear bombs and biological weapons), as well as a
higher level of solidarity with U.S. citizens and government. Thus, Mahoney et al.
(2002) suggests that interpretations of violence as spiritual violations can heighten
fear, mobilize people to reevaluate priorities and join together, invoke a sense of selfprotectiveness, and solidify people’s desire to strike back against perpetrators.

Forgiveness
In our view, forgiveness is best defined as a victim releasing or foregoing bitterness
and vengeance toward the perpetrator of an offense while acknowledging the seriousness of the wrong. Thus, we agree with most psychologists that forgiveness does not
imply forgetting (Smedes, 1996), condoning (Veenstra, 1992), reconciliation (Freedman, 1998), or release from legal accountability (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000). Further, we assume that the absence of negative feelings toward the offender is sufficient
for forgiveness. This defi nition allows maximum applicability across religious worldviews, which vary as to whether acknowledgment of wrongdoing and restitution by
the offender are prerequisites of forgiveness and whether positive feelings or actions
by the victim are a necessary part of forgiveness (Rye et al., 2000).
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FORGIVENESS AND DESECRATION
Desecration Expands the Relationship Context of Forgiveness
In applying forgiveness to a desecration, it is critical to recognize that the interpersonal context expands from a dyadic interaction between the victim and perpetrator
to a broader, systemic context involving spiritual entities. A desecration is not merely
an offense between the victim and perpetrator. From the victim’s point of view, the
violation also involves a third “party,” namely the sacred aspect of life with whom
the victim has a psychological relationship, accompanied by responsibilities to this
sacred object. For example, a sanctified marriage would have a life of its own that
supercedes each spouse and calls forth certain obligations. Further, believers from
monotheistic religions may feel a responsibility to God for the safeguarding of sanctified objects that are perceived to be a manifestation of divinity. Thus, a desecration is
a violation not only against the self but also an attack against a sacred aspect of life
and possibly God. In turn, the victim is faced with choices to balance what is best for
all parties. As will be elaborated, the psychological experience of being caught in a
triangle between the perpetrator-sacred object, self-sacred object, and self-perpetrator
can create complexities for the victim in how to respond to a desecration.
Of course, a victim could bypass the complications that a desecration creates for
forgiveness in two ways. First, even though it may seem obvious that the victim had
previously sanctified the violated object, the victim may repudiate this spiritual dimension after the offense occurs. For example, the Catholic church teaches that some
behaviors by spouses are grounds for the annulment of a marriage, which essentially
means that the relationship never met criteria for sanctification (Zwack, 1983). Second, the victim could transform his or her core spiritual worldview, deciding that the
damaged aspect of life had erroneously been elevated to sacred status. For example,
after being maligned and terminated for exposing workplace fraud to authorities, an
individual may decide that he or she had mistakenly perceived a particular career
track as a sacred pathway. In these circumstances, an offense would still be perceived
as a wrongdoing, but the added challenges for forgiveness would be neutralized because the offense is no longer perceived as a desecration.

Factors That May Influence Motivation to Forgive a Desecration
As discussed earlier, a desecration appears to heighten the severity of the intrapsychic and interpersonal effects of a violation. In turn, a desecration should generally be
more difficult to forgive than an offense that involves a nonsacred aspect of life. Nevertheless, in some cases, the desire to restore the sacred status of the desecrated object
and/or maintain a connection to God may facilitate forgiveness. We propose that the
following factors could tip the balance for or against the forgiveness of a desecration.
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Intentionality of Offender. The victim’s perception of the perpetrator’s intentionality in committing a desecration is likely to influence the victim’s motivation to forgive.
A victim may be more likely to forgive a perpetrator who is seen as ignorant of the
sacred status of what was violated. In contrast, a victim may have more difficulty forgiving if he or she believes that the perpetrator understood the victim’s beliefs about
the sacredness of the relationship or object. Indeed, forgiveness is likely to be the
most difficult when the offender has previously promised to invest in and protect the
sanctified object. For example, because clergy sexual abuse represents a desecration
committed by a person presumed to be a guardian of a sacred aspect of life, it takes
on even greater power to shatter the victim’s fundamental assumptions about the self,
the perpetrator, and the sacred world (e.g., McLaughlin, 1994). Indeed, victims may
feel especially conflicted about forgiving offenders who seem intentionally to violate
the parameters surrounding sacred objects, such as a spouse who deliberately pursues
an affair. Previous research has shown that participants consider intentionality of
the offender’s action when deciding whether to forgive, and forgiveness is inversely
related to perceived intentionality (Boon & Sulsky, 1997). To forgive a perpetrator who
commits a desecration with clear premeditation may seem like an abdication of God’s
principles of morality and a condonation of the sacred object’s fall from grace into the
profane world.
Apology and Restitution by the Offender. The victim’s perception of the perpetrator’s willingness to apologize and provide restitution for a desecration to the victim
and/or God is also likely to influence the victim’s willingness to forgive. Research
has found that apologies decrease negative thoughts, feelings, and behaviors toward
a perpetrator in both adults (Ohbuchi, Kameda, & Agarie, 1989) and children (Darby
& Schlenker, 1982). Although prior research has not focused on offenses that victims
perceived as desecrations, this pattern seems likely for desecrations. Further, victims
may worry that forgiving a desecration without contrition by the offender may place
the sacred object at risk for ongoing damage as well as represent an act of disrespect
to the object and/or God. In this vein, a recent experiment suggested that when people
imagine a loved one suffering an interpersonal offense, they expect to feel principled
anger on behalf of the loved one, particularly if they feel protective toward him or her
(Exline, 2002). In a similar manner, a victim may believe that forgiving desecrations
without an apology by the perpetrator would be disloyal to God.
Many religious traditions, in fact, have special purification rituals designed precisely for the offender to acknowledge his or her transgressions and make amends. In
the Roman Catholic tradition, parishioners can participate in the Sacrament of Reconciliation in which they confess their sins and engage in acts of penance as a prelude to
forgiveness. Within Judaism, individuals may go through a process called teshuvah,
a ritual whereby an offender publicly acknowledges a wrongdoing, expresses remorse
for his or her actions, offers compensation to the victim, and promises not to commit
the offense in the future (Dorff, 1998). A Jewish victim is encouraged to forgive only
if the offender has gone through this process (Rye et al., 2000). Victims from other
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religious traditions who believe that an offender is genuinely contrite and has made
peace with God for an offense may likewise feel reassured that it is permissible in
God’s eyes for the victim to forgive the offense.
Nature of the Relationship Between the Offender and the Sanctified Aspect of Life. A
victim’s motivation to forgive a desecration may also depend on the degree to which
the offender is connected to the sanctified aspect of life. At one end of the continuum,
victims may be most likely to forgive offenders who play an integral role in the aspect
of life that was violated for two reasons. First, from a cost-benefit analysis, a victim
may decide that putting aside negative feelings toward the perpetrator is better than
losing access to this sacred conduit. For example, a husband may forgive his wife’s
infidelity to rebuild their sacred marriage. A parent may forgive a teenager for getting pregnant outside of marriage and work to sustain this relationship to protect
the spiritual well-being of the entire family system. A businessman may forgive a
partner for violating their contract and continue to work together because their business is perceived to be a holy mission dependent on both of their talents. Second, a
victim may experience cognitive dissonance when an offender is embedded within
the desecrated aspect of life. Cognitive dissonance occurs when an individual experiences discomfort due to two inconsistent thoughts (Festinger, 1957). Particularly if an
offender has played a central role within the sacred aspect of life, a victim is likely
to experience both positive and negative thoughts about the offender. According to
cognitive dissonance theory, such conflicting thoughts lead to emotional discomfort
that, in turn, motivates individuals to modify their thoughts. One way for a victim of
a desecration to reduce cognitive dissonance is to let go of negative thoughts about the
offender through forgiveness.
On the other end of the continuum, a victim may perceive an offender to be disconnected from the sacred aspect of life, as in the case of a stranger who commits a
criminal act that desecrates the victim’s body. In other cases, an offender’s violation
may trigger a shift in the victim’s perceptions of the offender from being an “insider”
to an “outsider” of the sacred sphere under question. One example would be a respected clergy member who is found to be a sexual perpetrator and is subsequently cut off
from all contact with the victim’s family. Victims may be less motivated to forgive
offenders who are disconnected from a sacred object for two reasons. First, maintaining a cordial relationship with the offender is unnecessary to restore the sacred status
of the violated object. Second, the victim may view the offender as a spiritual enemy
who does not merit forgiveness either from the victim or from God. For instance, the
more that college students viewed the 9/11 attacks as a desecration, the more they
believed that the terrorists embodied demonic characteristics (e.g., evil, satanic; Mahoney et al., 2002). Such beliefs may represent an especially potent form of the fundamental attribution error. This error is defi ned as the tendency to overestimate the
role of internal traits and underestimate situational variables when explaining the
behavior of another person (Jones & Harris, 1967). McCullough (1996) has suggested
that this kind of attributional bias may contribute to difficulties in forgiving an
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offender. Specifically, a victim may be more likely to attribute the offender’s behavior
to deficiencies of the person’s character while ignoring possible situational contributors to the behavior. This may make it more difficult to experience empathy, which
is an integral part of the forgiveness process (McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal,
1997). Victims may have an especially hard time feeling empathy for people seen as
evil outsiders who have defiled a sacred aspect of life.
Nature of the Relationship Between the Victim and the Divine. Some individuals
may be motivated to forgive the perpetrator to protect their relationship with God or
some divine higher power, which may be seen as the most sanctified aspect of their
life. That is, a victim’s beliefs about what is necessary to sustain a direct bond with
the Divine may promote forgiveness when a less central, albeit sanctified, aspect of
life is violated. The victim may feel that the anger felt toward the perpetrator for ruining a gift from God becomes an obstacle to experiencing God’s compassion and understanding. Indeed, one of the most important theological rationales for forgiveness in
monotheistic religions is that because God forgives humans, we should forgive each
other (Rye et al., 2000). Failure to emulate God’s forgiving nature may, in the minds
of some, lead to difficulties in one’s relationship with the Divine. Thus, the solution
is to let go of negative feelings toward the perpetrator about the desecration and even
extend acts of love, compassion, and kindness toward the perpetrator. Here the relationship between the victim and God takes precedence over the victim’s relationship
with other aspects of life through which God has been experienced.
Victims’ Orientation Toward Justice. Social scientists have recently begun to explore justice as a complementary process of forgiveness. Two types of justice have
been examined. First, retributive or punitive justice involves the punishment of the
offender for the wrongdoing and is typically the focus of the legal system (Exline,
Worthington, Hill, & McCullough, 2003). Second, restorative justice involves compensation for damages along with conciliatory behaviors, such as the offender’s expression of remorse. This form of justice is gaining attention as a means to address
victims’ needs to air grievances and obtain direct apologies and restitution from the
offender (Exline et al., 2003). Although seeking justice and rendering forgiveness are
not mutually exclusive, a gap between the desired and actual level of justice has been
hypothesized to decrease the likelihood of forgiveness (Worthington, 2003).
With regard to a desecration, the victim’s view of his or her responsibility for
bringing about justice is likely to affect his or her ability to forgive an offender. On one
hand, the victim may believe redressing the desecration is the responsibility of God,
not the victim. This would presumably free the victim to concentrate on forgiveness.
An underlying factor that may facilitate this attitude is a strong sense of humility. Humility refers to an ability to take a realistic view of one’s limitations, to see oneself as
part of a larger world beyond the self, and to recognize one’s own potential for wrongdoing (Exline, Bushman, Faber, & Phillips, 2000). Empirical research suggests that
people who feel a stronger sense of humility are more able to forgive transgressions
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(Exline et al., 2000). Rather than taking a spiritually “one-up” orientation, victims of
desecrations who believe they should take a humble stance toward the offender and
God may be more able to forgive and relinquish justice into the hands of God.
Conversely, the victim may feel a strong responsibility to carry out retributive
justice to rectify damage done to a sacred aspect of life. To avoid such action may
seem like betrayal of divine mandates, standards, and intentions for human conduct.
In this situation, the victim would perceive God as aligned with himself or herself
against the perpetrator. Here the victim would hold a spiritually one-up position relative to the perpetrator in order to reestablish the sanctified object’s status and protect
it from future harm. The victim would take action to ensure that punishment is delivered to the perpetrator to force him or her into a submissive position vis-à-vis the
sacred realm. Here the perpetrator would not necessarily be required to be repentant,
rather the victim would concentrate on retaliatory actions to deter the perpetrator
from acting out against the sacred in the future.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN THE AREA
To date, empirical research has not examined the forgiveness of offenses that are perceived by a victim to be a desecration. As we elaborate above, however, several promising hypotheses merit attention. First, desecrations would be expected to be more
difficult to forgive than are other types of offenses because desecrations have higher
intrapsychic and interpersonal costs. Second, several factors that call on a victim’s
beliefs about the sacred realm are likely to raise or lower a victim’s ability to forgive
a desecration. To briefly reiterate, forgiveness would presumably be easiest when: (a)
the victim views the offender as naive, rather than fully informed, about the sacred
nature of the violated object; (b) the offender confesses and makes amends to the victim with the goal of restoring the object to its rightful sacred status, rather than deny
the desecration; (c) the offender plays an integral role in restoring the sacred aspect
of life, rather than being an “outsider”; (d) the victim believes forgiveness is required
to protect his or her bond with God; and (e) the victim believes that justice can be
brought about only by supernatural actions, not his or her own retributive actions.
Evidence for such hypotheses would highlight the power of the spiritual dimension
of interpersonal offenses.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
Although research on the forgiveness of desecrations specifically has yet to be done,
other research shows that religious beliefs and practices are often involved in the interpretation and recovery from offenses. As cited earlier, people commonly interpret
negative life events as desecrations (Pargament et al., in press). In addition, when
coming to terms with offenses, religious individuals place a more positive value on
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forgiveness (e.g., Gorsuch & Hao, 1993). Also, many individuals rely on religious strategies when trying to forgive (Rye & Pargament, 2002). This research highlights the
need for clinicians to assess carefully clients’ spiritual lives when interpersonal offenses occur. In particular, clinicians should be sensitive to the spiritual dimension
of traumatic life events; when a violation is defined in spiritual terms, solutions to the
transgression may also be drawn from this realm. One powerful set of religious coping methods to promote forgiveness are individually based (Pargament, 1997). These
include a victim (a) seeking spiritual support from God or higher power, (b) seeking
support from a religious community, (c) making benevolent religious reappraisals of
violation, and (d) engaging in religious rituals (Pargament, 1997). For instance, the
individual may pray to God to develop a sense of empathy toward the perpetrator and
gain perspective on situational factors underlying an offense. Fellow believers may
also encourage forgiveness by reminding a victim of his or her need for forgiveness.
A second class of religious coping methods available to facilitate forgiveness includes
adaptive interpersonal processes promoted by some religious traditions (Mahoney &
Tarakeshwar, in press). For example, the concept of “theistic mediation” refers to both
parties of a dyad viewing God as an objective but compassionate third person in the
relationship who would encourage both the victim and offender to do whatever is
necessary to recover from the damage to the sacred object without infl icting further
harm. Clinicians could help their clients to identify and access these religious resources in coping with desecrations.
Of course, clinicians should also process with clients the risks of forgiving a desecration. For example, a victim may need to redefi ne the parameters surrounding
sacred objects, such that a prior absolute standard of conduct with regard to the sacred object becomes forgivable. For example, a husband may decide that, although
his wife’s infidelity violated a sacred marital vow, such events can take place in holy
marriages. But a victim may sometimes feel that shifting the criteria of a sanctified
aspect of life denigrates both the sacred and one’s own sense of spiritual integrity.
As an illustration, a woman may believe that her body is a holy temple and if she
forgives her partner for mistreating her physically or sexually, she may fail to require
sufficiently high standards of conduct for herself as a sacred being. Recent studies indicate that victims have stronger feelings of regret about forgiveness when this action
leads to feelings of stupidity, weakness, being cheated, or negativity about self (Exline,
Ciarocco, & Baumeister, 2001). Such feelings of a betrayal of the self may be especially
strong if a victim alters his or her core spiritual beliefs to forgive the perpetrator. Particularly if the desecration occurs again, a victim may experience added regret for not
making a different decision that would have better protected the sacred. Finally, the
victim may experience a deeper sense of anger at God for not preventing the reinjury.
Such feelings may be unique risks of the forgiveness of desecrations.
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CONCLUSIONS
For many years, psychologists have been intensely interested in the impact of life traumas on the psychological, social, and physical functioning of people. Yet life events
also affect people spiritually. Moreover, the most painful of life events can take on even
greater power when interpreted within a spiritual context. In short, a desecration is
more than a stressful life event. It is a violation of the deepest, most precious aspects of
a person’s life. Desecrations are, in the words of Elkins (1998), a violation of one’s soul.
In this chapter, we have taken some initial steps to clarify the nature of desecration and
its implications for forgiveness. We have suggested that the violation of a sacred aspect
of life poses unique challenges for forgiveness in part because the process of forgiveness shifts from dyadic (self-perpetrator) to triadic (self-perpetrator-sacred) in nature.
To put it another way, analyzing the relationship between the victim and perpetrator
is not sufficient in coming to terms with a desecration. The victim must also explore
the nature of his or her relationship with the sacred. This is a difficult balancing act
that deserves attention from clinicians and researchers alike. Clinicians should be cognizant of the dilemmas raised for forgiveness evoked when their clients struggle with
interpersonal violations they perceive as desecrations. Researchers should also extend
their studies of trauma and forgiveness to examine the spiritual character of life’s most
painful events and most powerful resources for resolution.
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Chapter Six

Anger Toward God:
A New Frontier in Forgiveness
Research
Julie Juola Exline
Alyce Martin

T

he experience of anger is not limited to the interpersonal domain. When suffering occurs that seems uncontrollable and unfair, individuals sometimes blame
God and become intensely angry toward God. However, people often believe
that it is morally inappropriate to feel angry toward God, which implies that they
may be reluctant to admit such feelings or even to discuss the possibility (Novotni
& Petersen, 2001). But taboo or not, anger toward God appears to be common. In the
1988 General Social Survey, a broad-based survey of American households, 63% of
respondents reported that they sometimes felt anger toward God. Frequent or unresolved anger toward God has been linked with emotional distress (e.g., Exline, Yali, &
Lobel, 1999; Pargament, Zinnbauer, et al., 1998), suggesting that the topic has clinical
relevance. Because research on anger toward God is in its infancy, our goal here is to
describe the handful of studies that exist while highlighting many questions that still
need to be addressed.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT ANGER TOWARD GOD
Suffering can prompt a variety of negative emotions regarding God, including confusion (Exline, 2002a), mistrust (Murray-Swank, 2003), and a sense of being punished
(Pargament, Zinnbauer, et al., 1998). Positive feelings toward God can also occur in
the wake of negative events. For example, undergraduates in one study typically reported moderate levels of love, trust, and closeness toward God after a crisis (Exline,
2002a). Because our goal for this chapter is to suggest comparisons with interpersonal
anger and forgiveness, we will focus on anger toward God.
73
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People can conceivably feel anger toward God even if they view God as an impersonal source of energy or power, as in many Eastern faiths. However, our discussion
will apply most directly to belief systems that emphasize personal relationships between humans and God.
Although we suggest parallels between anger toward God and interpersonal anger, we have chosen not to use the terms forgiving God or forgiveness of God. Most
forgiveness defi nitions emphasize the moral culpability of offenders. Many people do
not believe that God is capable of moral wrongdoing, rendering the term forgiveness
inappropriate (see Moon, 1999). To avoid confusion, we will speak of resolving anger
toward God, rather than forgiving God.
The topic of anger toward God is not entirely new in psychology. Ideas relevant
to anger toward God appear in research on God images (e.g., Benson & Spilka, 1973),
spiritual development (e.g., Hall & Edwards, 2002), “amazing apostates” (Altemeyer
& Hunsberger, 1997), religious conflict (e.g., Nielsen & Fultz, 1995), negative religious
coping and spiritual struggles (e.g., Pargament, Koenig, Tarakeshwar, & Hahn, 2001;
Pargament, Murray-Swank, Magyar, & Ano, 2004; Pargament, Smith, Koenig, & Perez,
1998; Pargament, Zinnbauer, et al., 1998), spiritual risk (e.g., Fitchett, 1999a, 1999b;
Fitchett, Rybarczyk, & DeMarco, 1999), and spiritual injury (Lawson, Drebing, Berg,
Vincellette, & Penk, 1998). Although all of these literatures are relevant to our topic,
space constraints dictate that we emphasize ideas and fi ndings that focus specifically
on anger toward God. Readers seeking an overview of religious and spiritual struggles
more generally are referred to other recent overviews (e.g., Exline, 2002b; Exline &
Rose, in press; Fitchett, 1999a, 1999b; Pargament, 1997, 2002; Pargament et al., 2004).

REVIEW OF THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
We have organized this section as follows. First, we suggest some predictors of anger
toward God. Second, we briefly discuss potential consequences of anger toward God.
Finally, we outline some means that people may use to resolve anger toward God.

Predictors of Anger Toward God
Although empirical research remains sparse, studies have identified some situational
and individual difference factors that predict anger toward God. Many of these factors
parallel predictors of interpersonal anger and unforgiveness, as reviewed below. We
also suggest some potential predictors that have not yet been empirically tested.
Undeserved Suffering as a Dominant Theme. Most discussions of anger toward God
center on a common theme: God’s willingness to cause or permit undeserved suffering (Kushner, 1981; McCloskey, 1987; Novotni & Petersen, 2001; Smedes, 1984; Yancey,
1998). In some situations, people attribute blame to God because there is no evident
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human cause. For instance, people often blame God for untimely deaths, illnesses,
accidents, and natural disasters. Yet even when it is easy to identify human causes of
suffering, people may hold God responsible for failing to prevent the harm. Examples
include atrocities such as the Holocaust (Brenner, 1980), the private pain of sexual
abuse (Murray-Swank, 2003), and common offenses, such as infidelity and divorce
(Exline, 2002a).
Regardless of the specific form of suffering, the notion of injustice emerges as a
core theme in cases of anger toward God. Anger toward God parallels interpersonal
anger in this respect. Worthington uses the term injustice gap to describe this discrepancy between how things are and how they would be if things were fair (Worthington,
2003). The larger the injustice gap, the more anger a person is likely to feel, and the
more difficult it will be to resolve the anger.
Severity of Harm and Beliefs About Underlying Motives. Severe offenses create
larger injustice gaps than do mild offenses (Worthington, 2003). Forgiveness research
suggests that the more severe and intentional an offense, the more difficult it is to
forgive (e.g., Boon & Sulsky, 1997; Zechmeister & Romero, 2002). Parallel findings are
starting to emerge from studies of anger toward God. In one recent study (Exline &
Bushman, 2004), undergraduates were asked to recall a negative event in which they
believed that God may have played a role. Negative feelings were greater to the extent
that God was viewed as responsible for the suffering—particularly when God’s actions were viewed as malevolent, punitive, disappointing, illogical, or shaming. Here
we see a direct parallel between interpersonal anger and anger toward God. People
become angry toward others—and toward God—if they believe that they have been
hurt deeply and intentionally.
Inflated Sense of Entitlement. Anger toward God may be especially characteristic
of a specific group of individuals: those with an inflated, narcissistic sense of entitlement. High-entitlement persons believe that they merit special treatment, and they
are highly invested in collecting on the debts they believe others owe them (e.g.,
Campbell, Bonacci, Shelton, Exline, & Bushman, 2004; Emmons, 1987). Because of
its link with narcissism, entitlement also implies a desire to “save face” and a reluctance to compromise personal pride. As such, it seems likely that highly entitled
persons should readily perceive injustices toward themselves, and they should hold
on to anger about these events. Consistent with this reasoning, studies have shown
that entitlement predicts both readiness to take offense (McCullough, Emmons, Kilpatrick, & Mooney, 2003) and reluctance to forgive (Exline, Baumeister, Bushman,
Campbell, & Finkel, 2004).
In a recent study focused on anger toward God, entitlement predicted greater negative emotion toward God and more negative attributions about God’s intentions; it
decreased belief in God when negative emotions did occur (Exline & Bushman, 2004).
High-entitlement individuals were especially sensitive to the issue of being repaid.
If they believed that God had repaid them (even partially) for their suffering, they
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tended to report a positive impact of the event on their bond with God. If they did not
feel repaid, they tended to report a negative impact. Being repaid was less crucial for
those scoring lower on entitlement.
Emphasis on Justice Versus Mercy. According to recent research (Worthington, 2003;
Worthington, Berry, & Parrott, 2001), people differ in their relative favoring of conscientiousness-based virtues (e.g., duty, responsibility) versus warmth-based virtues (e.g.,
love, mercy). One might speculate that those favoring conscientiousness would hold
onto anger toward God until a sense of justice was restored. On the other hand, those
favoring mercy might have difficulty accepting the harsh side of divine justice—for
example, biblical references to God-ordained capital punishment, war, eye-for-an-eye
retribution, and the prospect of hell. These hypotheses await empirical testing.
Religiosity/Spirituality and Perceived Closeness to God. The forgiveness literature
suggests various reasons why feeling close to God should protect against developing
grudges toward God. First, forgiveness is more likely when two parties share a close,
committed relationship before the offense (e.g., Fincham, Paleari, & Regalia, 2002;
Finkel, Rusbult, Kumashiro, & Hannon, 2002). Second, religiosity predicts more positive attitudes about forgiveness in general (e.g., Tsang, McCullough, & Hoyt, in press).
Both of these factors would suggest that people will not want to stay angry toward
God if they feel close to God and want to maintain this close relationship.
Consistent with the above predictions, our survey research with undergraduates
suggests lower levels of anger toward God among students who report high current
religiosity and retrospectively report greater perceived closeness to God prior to the
event (Exline & Bushman, 2004). However, higher religiosity was also strongly linked
with belief that anger toward God was morally unacceptable. This association raised
the question of whether devout followers reported less anger toward God simply because they were afraid to admit their anger. This did not appear to be the case. The
negative correlation between religiosity and anger toward God remained significant
when we controlled for beliefs about the acceptability of such feelings. Nonetheless,
the finding that religiously committed individuals often see anger toward God as morally wrong suggests a need for careful, sensitive assessment within religiously committed samples.
Although the above findings emphasize religiosity, distinctions between organized religion and personal spirituality may be important in understanding anger
toward God. For example, some people might turn away from organized religion in
reaction to teachings that present harsh images of God. These spiritual (but not religious) individuals might have attributions and images of God that would differ from
those of religious affiliates. Such issues await empirical testing.
Also, it seems probable that people’s images of God would moderate the associations between religious or spiritual commitment and anger toward God. Those who
view God as angry and punitive might find themselves in a difficult bind, fearful of
admitting anger toward God but also reluctant to trust God or draw close to God. On
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the other hand, those whose images of God emphasize love and mercy face a different
challenge. Assuming that they hold God responsible for suffering, they need to reconcile God’s role in suffering with their benevolent views of God.
Parental Relationships and Attachment. Prior research and theory suggest that images of God often mirror images of human fathers (e.g., Beit-Hallahmi & Argyle, 1975;
Hall, 2004; Rizzuto, 1979). Would a strained relationship with one’s father predict
problems in one’s perceived relationship with God as well? Consistent with this logic,
studies suggest that women who suffer sexual abuse from their fathers often have negative God images and difficulty trusting God (see Murray-Swank, 2003, for a review).
Complementary results emerged from an interview study of homeless men (Smith &
Exline, 2002). In that study, reports of a poor current relationship with one’s father
were associated with (a) more problems in one’s perceived relationship with God, (b) a
more frequent sense that God was punishing the self, and (c) somewhat greater belief
that it was morally appropriate to hold on to negative feelings toward God. The men’s
earlier histories with their fathers were also important, particularly in terms of the
simple presence versus absence of their fathers in the home: Participants were much
less likely to recall problems in their early relationships with God if their fathers had
lived with them during childhood.
The data on homeless men also raised the possibility that maternal relationships
may be important in predicting one’s perceived relationship with God. Such a fi nding would be consistent with prior research and theorizing, showing links between
God images and maternal relationships (Vergote & Tamayo, 1981). Only 4 of the 52
homeless men in our sample reported that their mothers had been absent during their
childhood years, which renders our findings tentative. However, despite the relative
rarity of a mother’s absence, a statistically significant effect emerged: The absence of
one’s mother during childhood predicted a higher level of recollected problems in the
men’s early relationships with God (Smith & Exline, 2002). Also, a sense of having
been treated well by one’s mother was associated with fewer perceived problems in
one’s relationship with God—and with greater odds of resolving such problems when
they did occur. Although preliminary and awaiting replication, these data suggest
that both maternal and paternal relationships may be important predictors of people’s
perceived relationships with God.
Because parental relationships are so central to attachment bonds, it seems sensible to predict that attachment styles would be linked with a person’s propensity to
experience negative feelings toward God (see Kirkpatrick, 1999). Secure attachment is
associated with a greater propensity to forgive others (e.g., Davidson, 2001; Luebbert,
2000). Also, some evidence demonstrates that people can turn to God as a substitute
attachment figure (e.g., Hall, 2004; Kirkpatrick, 1998). Data from two studies offer
some support for a link between attachment style and anger toward God. Among college students, insecure attachment predicted more negative feelings toward God after
life crises (Exline, 2002a). Among homeless men, insecure attachment (in particular,
avoidant attachment) was associated with greater recollection of problems in one’s
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early relationship with God (Smith & Exline, 2002). Though preliminary, these results
suggest that secure attachment bonds predict fewer problems in people’s perceived
relationships with God.
Summary. These preliminary data suggest that predictors of anger toward God often
parallel predictors of interpersonal anger and unforgiveness. People become angry
toward God when they view God as responsible for severe offenses. Perceived closeness to God might buffer against anger, whereas insecure attachment and a sense of
entitlement seem to contribute to angry feelings.

Possible Consequences of Anger Toward God: Physical, Psychological,
and Spiritual
Data on the consequences of anger toward God are still sparse. However, a number of
findings suggest that anger toward God may have consequences for physical, psychological, and spiritual well-being.
Physical Effects. One study of 96 medical rehabilitation inpatients showed a link
between anger toward God at admission and poorer recovery (as assessed via performance on activities of daily living) at 4 months postadmission (Fitchett et al., 1999).
Negative religious coping, more generally, has also been linked with negative outcomes in terms of health and well-being (for reviews, see Pargament, 2002; Pargament et al., 2004). For example, in a longitudinal cohort study of 596 medical patients
aged 55 and older, religious struggle at baseline predicted greater mortality risk over
a 2-year period, even when controlling for demographic factors, physical health status, and mental health indices (Pargament et al., 2001). Notably, two of the religious
struggle items that predicted mortality risk were relevant to anger toward God: They
assessed feelings of abandonment by God and of questioning God’s love for the self.
Psychological Correlates. Frequent or prolonged anger toward God has been linked
with global indices of distress and poor adjustment, although the causal relationships
remain unclear. In a study of 92 caregivers of terminally ill patients, seeing one’s situation as unjust, as unfair punishment from God, or as desertion by God was associated with greater reports of depression and anxiety (Mickley, Pargament, Brant, & Hipp,
1998). Studies of college students suggest that frequent or unresolved anger toward
God correlates with low self-esteem (Pargament, Zinnbauer et al., 1998), depression
(Exline et al., 1999), anxiety (Pargament, Zinnbauer et al., 1998), trait anger (Exline et
al., 1999), poor problem-solving skills (Pargament, Zinnbauer et al., 1998), and insecure attachment (Exline, 2002a; Hall & Edwards, 2002). Unfortunately, because studies to date have used cross-sectional, correlational designs, we cannot determine the
direction of causality.
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Spiritual Effects: Angry Withdrawal and Unbelief. It seems likely that anger toward
God would often appear as part of a constellation of spiritual distress. Consistent with
this logic, correlational studies have revealed that frequent anger toward God tends to
co-occur with other spiritual struggles, including guilt and interpersonal confl ict surrounding religious issues (e.g., Nielsen & Fultz, 1995; Pargament, Smith, et al., 1998;
Pargament, Zinnbauer, et al., 1998).
We are particularly interested in the issue of whether anger toward God might
lead to decreased belief in God’s existence. Our interest was piqued by an early study
of anger toward God among undergraduates (Exline et al., 1999), which revealed a
counterintuitive finding: Those who reported no belief in God reported more grudges
toward God than believers. At fi rst glance, this finding seemed to reflect an error. How
could people be angry with God if they did not believe in God? Reanalyses of a second
dataset (Exline, Fisher, Rose, & Kampani, 2004; Kampani & Exline, 2002) revealed
similar patterns: Those who endorsed their religious beliefs as “atheist/agnostic” or
“none/unsure” reported more anger toward God than those who reported a religious
affiliation. Further analyses identified a group of conflicted believers (or slipping believers), all of whom had previously believed that God exists (or might exist) but no
longer believed at the time of the study. When compared with believers, these individuals reported more anger toward God. These fi ndings raised the question of whether
anger might actually affect belief in God’s existence, an idea in line with Novotni and
Petersen’s (2001) clinical descriptions of emotional atheism.
Studies of traumatic events suggest a possible link between suffering, anger toward God, and doubts about God’s existence. According to Cook and Wimberly (1983),
33% of parents who suffered the death of a child reported doubts about God in the
fi rst year of bereavement. In another study, 90% of mothers who had given birth to a
profoundly retarded child voiced doubts about the existence of God (Childs, 1985).
Our survey research with undergraduates has focused directly on the association between anger at God and self-reported drops in belief (Exline et al., 2004). In the wake
of a negative life event, anger toward God predicted decreased belief in God’s existence. Furthermore, when we looked only at those who showed some drop in belief,
belief was least likely to recover for those who reported that they were angry toward
God and had chosen to turn away from God. In addition, an open-ended question revealed that 9% of those who had resolved negative feelings stated that they had done
so by deciding not to believe in God (Exline, 2002a). Because these data were based
on retrospective reports rather than longitudinal analysis, they should be interpreted
with caution. Yet they raise the possibility that anger toward God—and subsequent
decisions to withdraw—may lead to reduced belief in God’s existence.
Summary. Clearly, longitudinal and experimental studies are needed to make fi rm
conclusions about the consequences of anger toward God. However, studies to date
suggest that anger toward God could impair health and might also decrease belief
in God’s existence. Data on mental health consequences are correlational, creating a
chicken-and-egg problem: Anger toward God could lead to distress or vice versa, or a
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third variable might account for the link. Future studies might also compare the consequences of interpersonal grudges with the consequences of grudges toward God—a
topic that, to the best of our knowledge, remains completely unexplored.

Resolving Negative Feelings Toward God
Once people become angry toward God, how do they resolve the anger? Of course, this
question assumes a desire to reduce the anger—a desire that not everyone has. Nonetheless, our study of undergraduates showed that 80% of those who reported negative
feelings toward God indicated that the feelings decreased over time (Exline, 2002a).
What prompts this decreased anger? Research has not been sufficiently sophisticated
to offer systematic, process-oriented models. However, preliminary data do exist. We
describe these findings briefly below.
Parallels with Interpersonal Forgiveness. Some of the findings about resolution of
anger toward God suggest clear parallels with interpersonal forgiveness. For example,
people are more likely to forgive others if they receive apologies (e.g., Darby & Schlenker, 1982; McCullough et al., 1998; Ohbuchi, Kameda, & Agarie, 1989) or other restitution (e.g., Witvliet, Worthington, Wade, & Berry, 2002; Worthington, 2003). Odds are
that God will not appear to a person with a confession of wrongdoing or an apology.
Nonetheless, people may believe that God has repaid them in some positive way for
their suffering. In one recent study (Exline & Bushman, 2004), undergraduates reported more benevolent attributions about God’s intentions when they believed that God
had repaid them in some way for their distress. When participants rated the overall
impact of the event, feeling repaid also predicted more positive evaluations of their
relationship with God.
Repayment is not the only way to reduce the injustice gap. People might also see
injustices as smaller if they see benefit from the suffering or if they see a perpetrator’s
motives as benevolent. They might decide that the party in question was not responsible for the offense, which would also reduce the sense of injustice. Among students
in our sample (Exline, 2002a), 25% cited benign reappraisal of God’s intentions as a
reason for reduced anger, whereas 14% cited benefits from the situation. A substantial
minority (27%) reported that their anger subsided because they had obtained a meaningful explanation or insight into why the event occurred. In addition, 12% became
less angry because they saw the event as God’s will, whereas 11% decided that God
was not at fault.
The same study (Exline, 2002a) suggests another parallel with interpersonal forgiveness. Research on interpersonal offenses suggests that anger may fade with the
passage of time (e.g., McCullough, Fincham, & Tsang, 2003). Consistent with this fi nding, 27% of those in our undergraduate sample cited the simple passage of time as a
reason for decreased anger toward God.

RT9491_C006.indd 80

5/13/05 10:18:05 AM

Anger Toward God

81

Some Likely Differences. Despite clear parallels between anger toward God and
anger toward others, fundamental differences between humans and God imply important distinctions. For example, the major monotheistic traditions (Christianity,
Judaism, and Islam) all center on a God infinite in knowledge and power. People are
extremely limited in comparative terms. God has full access to people’s thoughts,
whereas people cannot fully know the thoughts of God (except as given through divine revelation). God is also viewed as holy and perfect, whereas people commit sins
and errors. People can also see and talk to other humans, whereas contact with God
is less tangible. Although many try to communicate with God through prayer, not
everyone prays. Attempts to hear from God are likely to be even more rare, and these
perceived messages (by healthy, nonpsychotic individuals) may arrive in ways that
seem fuzzy and prone to distortion—through images, visions, thoughts, prophetic
words, decontextualized scripture verses, or presumably God-ordained events.
Although we are not aware of empirical data on these issues, it seems likely that
the aforementioned ways in which monotheists view God should affect their means
of resolving anger toward God. For example, seeing God’s power as unlimited may
make people angry toward God for not preventing disasters; however, it may also
make them wary about expressing negative feelings toward God out of fear of retribution—particularly if they are convinced of God’s power but are not convinced of God’s
benevolence toward them. Seeing God as holy implies that believers must convince
themselves that God did not actually commit a wrongdoing. This condition differs
markedly from those of interpersonal forgiveness, in which people typically hold offenders accountable for wrongdoing. Not being able to talk with God face to face is
likely to raise barriers to understanding, barriers that offended parties may need to
surmount through their own efforts (e.g., prayer, study of scripture, reflection, or seeking clues in the external world).
When people strive to be close to God, they may need to engage in considerable
mental effort to find explanations and attributions that help to resolve their anger. If
they are not willing to turn away from God, they must fi nd other solutions that satisfy
them. The popular literature suggests some ways of reframing. For example, some
people frame suffering as a tool for refining character (e.g., Arthur, 1997; Wilkinson,
2001). Others blame Satan, evil forces, or the fallen nature of humankind for suffering, rather than blaming God. Some propose that God actually suffers along with
people or on their behalf (e.g., Moon, 1999), with perhaps the most dramatic case being the atoning death of Christ on the cross in Christianity. Others argue that the need
for free will opens the door to suffering and evil, and God may not choose or be able
to prevent suffering for this reason (e.g., Kushner, 1981; McCloskey, 1987). Some might
find comfort in believing that justice will be restored in the afterlife (McCloskey,
1987). Others contend that because human perspectives are so limited in comparison with God’s, there are many mysterious aspects of God’s character and plans that
humans cannot comprehend; therefore, we must accept a certain degree of mystery
while trusting in God’s infi nite wisdom, love, and power (Jeffress, 2000; Moon, 1999;
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Yancey, 1988). In our current research, we are trying to assess some of these forms of
appraisal using empirical tools.
Cognitive gymnastics may not be the most effective way to resolve anger toward
God. Experiential tools might also prove helpful. For example, some authors have argued for the importance of fi rst acknowledging—and perhaps communicating—one’s
negative feelings toward God (e.g., Novotni & Petersen, 2001, Smith, 1997; Zornow,
2001). This might be accomplished through techniques such as prayer, journaling,
writing letters to God (Murray-Swank, 2003), or empty-chair techniques in which
people imagine themselves talking with God (e.g., Smith, 1997). Individuals from Judeo-Christian traditions might also meditate on holy texts written by fellow sufferers,
such as the Hebrew Psalmists, as a way of facilitating the process of “crying out” to
God (see Zornow, 2001, for an intervention based on this technique).
Tools to rebuild a sense of trust and closeness to God might include use of contemplative prayer, worship, imagery, or meditation on sacred texts that emphasize God’s
love and power. Some preliminary data support the notion that eliciting imagery of
unconditional love, caring, and acceptance from God can help to reduce anger toward
God (Exline, 2004; see also Murray-Swank, 2003). In Charismatic Christian circles,
some believers might also turn to supernaturally based techniques involving inner
healing or deliverance from evil forces (see Exline & Rose, in press, for a discussion).
Other techniques might be more interpersonal, as in the form of healing therapeutic
relationships. Finally, to the extent that God images indeed reflect parental images
(Rizzuto, 1979), working to forgive one’s parents might be a helpful starting point for
resolving anger toward God (Bliss, 2003). Each of these techniques merits empirical
attention, and there are doubtless many other useful techniques available that are not
mentioned here.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN THIS AREA
We see the empirical study of anger toward God as a rich and largely unexplored frontier. The field is currently wide open, with a great need for studies on virtually every
aspect of the topic. Future studies should tap more diverse forms of stressors (e.g., natural disasters, accidents, wartime atrocities, crime, problems in fertility and pregnancy,
serious illness, and injury). It is also crucial to study samples that are diverse in terms
of age, culture, and religion. There should be an advancement in methodology that
includes longitudinal and experimental designs. For example, one might follow participants over a period of years to determine (a) how their perceived relationships
with God (including anger) shift over time, (b) predictors of such shifts, and (c) consequences of such shifts for mental, physical, and spiritual well-being. From an applied
perspective, it is very important to begin to evaluate empirically the effectiveness of
various techniques for managing anger toward God. For example, laboratory-based
research could examine the physiological effects of expressing versus suppressing
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anger toward God, whereas a controlled clinical trial could be used to evaluate an
intervention.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
The topic of anger toward God would seem to be an extraordinarily ripe area for the
development of interventions. This seems especially true given the recent attention
to spiritually oriented treatments and the recent burst of interpersonal forgiveness
interventions. We are aware of some recent interventions that address anger toward
God (see, e.g., Murray-Swank, 2003; Novotni & Petersen, 2001; Zornow, 2001), and
there are doubtless others of which we are unaware. There seems to be considerable
room for development and empirical evaluation in this area. Interpersonal forgiveness
interventions might incorporate themes related to anger toward God, and stand-alone
interventions might also be created to focus specifically on this issue. Interventions
that focus on anger toward God should probably also include some emphasis on receiving forgiveness from God, because the two issues are likely to be intertwined for
many people.
Development of interventions should provide a natural opportunity to collaborate
with religious professionals, such as pastoral counselors, theologians, chaplains, and
members of the clergy. Relative to the typical psychologist, religious professionals
are likely to have greater experience in dealing with issues involving anger toward
God. Although our need to focus on empirical work in this chapter prevented us from
delving into theological and religious works on suffering and anger toward God, such
writings do exist and should not be overlooked. An interdisciplinary perspective
seems highly appropriate for research and intervention on the theme of anger toward
God, especially given the inherently theological and pastoral nature of the topic.
As a cautionary note, it seems that intervening when a person is angry with God
requires sensitivity and a keen sense of ethics. If a person’s faith is slipping, as we
found in some cases, who should provide counsel? Should a religious leader or counselor try to bolster a flagging faith? Should an atheist hasten the slippage and help a
person feel comfortable with losing faith? Should one attempt neutrality, which might
be impossible to attain? These ethical and moral issues are contextualized by the
personal experience of the struggler, and the counselor must accurately read what is
in the client’s best interests. These are difficult issues—not for the glib or the fainthearted. Yet there are desperate needs in this area to help struggling people, and interventionists need to identify and address the issues thoughtfully.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
We see anger toward God as an exciting and largely untapped area in which to conduct
research. In the past decade, much of the research on forgiveness has emphasized its
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secular and interpersonal sides. Research to date has revealed many of the basic processes behind transgression and forgiveness. However, given the importance of anger
toward God in many people’s lives, it seems like an appropriate time to devote attention to this important (but often taboo) topic.
One of the authors (J. E.) became involved in this work through two different
avenues: one line of research in interpersonal forgiveness and another emphasizing
religious and spiritual struggles. After she and her colleagues published a small correlational study on anger toward God (Exline et al., 1999), their work received an
unusually high amount of media attention for what they viewed as a modest scientific
contribution. There seems to be a good deal of public interest in the topic. In conversations with others, we find that the religiously devout are often intrigued (and
sometimes shocked) by this line of research. Because of the taboo nature of anger toward God, many people with strong faith commitments rarely have opportunities to
discuss it. Some welcome the opportunity. Atheists and agnostics have also expressed
considerable interest in the topic, with many using it as a launching pad to discuss
their own religious and spiritual struggles.
The other author (A. M.) became involved in this work by fi rst looking at the opposite side of the coin: receiving forgiveness from God and its relationship to one’s
ability to forgive the self. Recent correlational data have demonstrated a link between
self-forgiveness and feeling forgiven by God for an incident where participants felt
they might have offended God (Cafaro & Exline, 2002). Believing that one has been
forgiven by God and accepting God’s forgiveness were both positively correlated with
self-forgiveness. Current research (Martin, 2004) is investigating the effects of religiously oriented mini-interventions—such as letter writing to God and imagery—on
one’s ability to accept God’s forgiveness. We imagine that accepting God’s forgiveness
may help people to realize their innate worth as humans and may encourage them to
view themselves in a more loving, compassionate, and forgiving way. Because anger
toward God often co-occurs with a belief that God is angry toward one, we propose
that future research and interventions on anger toward God should include elements
that focus on receiving forgiveness from God.
Given the amount of public interest in anger toward God and the potential for
unique contributions to both basic science and intervention, we are enthusiastic about
continuing to pursue research in this area. We encourage others to do so as well, and
we are particularly eager to encourage collaborations between empiricists, clinicians,
and religious professionals.
Also, for those who are interested in directly participating in studies on this topic
(or know others who might be interested), please note that we are currently developing online studies on anger toward God and spiritual struggles to run from our Web
site. At the time of this writing, the Web site address is as follows: http://www.cwru
.edu/artsci/pscl/faculty/exline/exline3.htm.
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CONCLUSIONS
Individuals can experience anger not only toward one another but also toward God.
Although empirical research on this topic is in its infancy, existing data suggest parallels between anger toward God and interpersonal anger. For example, people become
angry (toward other people or God) when they experience or witness serious injustices, especially when they do not feel repaid, when they feel entitled to repayment,
and when there is no preexisting close relationship to serve as a buffer. The consequences of anger toward God are not yet well understood, but there is some evidence
suggesting the potential for spiritual, psychological, and physical health effects. Once
people become angry toward God, it appears that a majority of them resolve the anger.
However, the processes behind this resolution are not yet understood.
The prospect of anger toward God raises thorny theological and psychological
issues, and the topic is one that many people consider taboo. Given the prevalence
of anger toward God, the level of public interest in the fi ndings, and the prospect for
creative interdisciplinary and clinical work, we see the topic of anger toward God as
a fruitful and exciting area for future research.
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Chapter Seven

Forgiveness as Change
Michael E. McCullough
Lindsey M. Root

I

magine for a moment that instead of being interested in forgiveness, you are interested in the athletic performance of mountain climbers. One morning, five climbers are dropped by helicopter at random points between 1,000 and 5,000 feet above
sea level. They climb for the next 12 hours. Your climbers are carrying altimeters that
record their altitude at the beginning and at the end of the 12-hour period. At the end
of the observation period, you want to figure out how much each of your climbers progressed. What would you do with the available data to get an answer?
People are quite accustomed to this sort of problem so most probably would not
consider the assumptions involved in solving it. First, one usually assumes that we
know each climber’s altitude when the 12-hour period begins and ends, which is
only possible if the stopwatch and the altimeter readings are somehow coordinated.
One usually assumes that the altimeters measure with perfect reliability, but if these
altitude measurements were accurate only to ± 500 feet, one would have to doubt an
apparent 500-foot gain in altitude. Fortunately, measurement error in altimeters is
small, relative to the gains that our hikers are likely to be making, so we are probably
safe to assume that measurement error is only trivially different from zero.
We must also remember that our five climbers start out at different altitudes on
the mountain; therefore, we cannot use their fi nal altitudes as a proxy for progress up
the mountain. Therefore, we must subtract their starting altitudes from their final altitudes. In fact, when we plot a straight line between each climber’s starting and ending
altitudes, as in Figure 7.1, we can easily see why this is important. Three climbers appeared to make some progress; the climber who began at the highest altitude seemed
to make no progress whatsoever during the 12-hour period; and the climber with the
lowest altitude at the end of the 12-hour period actually appeared to be climbing in
the wrong direction!
So imagine that we decide to ignore their differing starting points and instead use
their final altitudes as proxies for progress. This would give us a greatly distorted impression of each hiker’s progress. We might begin correlating traits such as their body
weights, physical fitness, prior food intake, or other characteristics with their fi nal
altitudes, but these correlations would tell us nothing about the traits associated with
91
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Altitudes of five climbers at the beginning and end of a 12-hour observation

our climbers’ progress. To study change in altitude or correlates of change in altitude,
we need to know where each individual started on the mountain.
Researchers who study forgiveness and helping professionals are in similar positions to those of the researchers or professionals who wish to study or improve the
five climbers’ performance. Just as performance researchers and professionals cannot
determine how much altitude our climbers gained by simply consulting the altimeter
readings at the end of the 12-hour period, researchers and professionals interested in
forgiveness cannot learn how much an individual has forgiven a transgressor by simply measuring how the individual feels toward a transgressor at any given time. Yet
much of forgiveness research to date has interpreted cross-sectional differences in the
forgiveness equivalent of “altitude” as “changes in altitude.”
This chapter was written to introduce readers to modern methods for studying
change with longitudinal data collected on multiple individuals (sometimes called
panel data) that permit explicit models of forgiveness as change.
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PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
Researchers have defined forgiveness in different ways. For example, Enright, Gassin,
and Wu (1992) defi ned forgiveness as “the overcoming of negative affect and judgment
toward the offender, not by denying ourselves the right to such affect and judgment,
but by endeavoring to view the offender with compassion, benevolence, and love”
(p. 101). Exline and Baumeister (2000) defi ned forgiveness as the “cancellation of a
debt” by “the person who has been hurt or wronged” (p. 133). Finally, McCullough,
Worthington, and Rachal (1997) defined forgiveness as “the set of motivational changes whereby one becomes (a) decreasingly motivated to retaliate against an offending
relationship partner; (b) decreasingly motivated to maintain estrangement from the
offender; and (c) increasingly motivated by conciliation and goodwill for the offender,
despite the offender’s hurtful actions” (pp. 321–322).
Despite the obvious differences among such defi nitions, they are all based on the
assumption that forgiveness involves prosocial change regarding a transgressor on
the part of the transgression recipient. Most theorists concur that when people forgive, their responses (i.e., thoughts, feelings, behavioral inclinations, or actual behaviors) toward a transgressor become more positive and/or less negative. This point of
consensus led McCullough, Pargament, and Thoresen (2000) to propose that intraindividual prosocial change toward a transgressor is a foundational and uncontroversial
feature of forgiveness. We assume this to be true as well.

REVIEW OF THE THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
Several models for studying forgiveness as change are available. Change is a longstanding problem in social sciences research, and tremendous progress has been made
in the methods used to study change in human systems. We will review some of what
we have learned from some of these approaches and describe some of their strengths
and weaknesses. We will also address some common practical questions about using
these methods. We close by introducing two models for studying change that may be
useful for future work on forgiveness.

Cross-Sectional Approach to Studying Change
Research on forgiveness of specific transgressors received a big push forward with
the development of several self-report questionnaires (e.g., McCullough et al., 1998;
Subkoviak, Enright, Wu, & Gassin, 1995; Wade, 1990). Such measures prompt respondents to think of a single transgressor who has hurt them in the past, then to answer
questions that assess their current thoughts and feelings about the transgressor (e.g.,
“I want to get even with him/her” vs. “I have overcome my resentment toward him/
her”). Researchers often aggregate participants’ responses to these items and interpret
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the scores as measures of how much the individuals have forgiven their various transgressors. These individual differences can then be correlated with characteristics that
might influence forgiveness or outcomes that forgiveness might influence.
This approach is problematic. Using a single measurement to assess forgiveness is
analogous to using our climbers’ altitudes at the end of the 12 hours to determine their
progress. This is because some individuals are more deeply wounded and, thus, have
more to forgive. Like our climbers, people who have been harmed begin the climb at
different places. A few years ago, our group began looking for research approaches
that could better depict forgiveness as change.

Two-Wave Panel Model
The simplest model that permits one to observe change is a two-wave panel design in
which people complete measures of their thoughts, feelings, emotions, or behaviors
regarding a transgressor (i.e., measures traditionally conceptualized as “forgiveness”
scales) on two different occasions. Each individual’s Time 1 score can be subtracted
from or covaried out of his or her Time 2 score to create a value representing the individual’s net change between the two time points. This method statistically equates
individuals by removing between-persons differences at Time 1. This is the approach
one would likely use to ascertain the progress of our five climbers. Our climbers did
not begin at the same altitude, but by subtracting or statistically controlling for initial
differences, we can pretend that they did. McCullough and colleagues (McCullough,
Bellah, Kilpatrick, & Johnson, 2001) used a two-wave panel model to examine vengefulness and rumination as correlates of forgiving. By computing change scores for
individuals who completed measures of forgiveness on two occasions, the researchers
found that people with high scores on a self-report measure of their vengeful behaviors and their attitudes regarding revenge experienced less reduction in their revenge
motivation in the months after an interpersonal transgression than did people with
lower scores. They also found that people who experienced reduced avoidance and
revenge motivations regarding a transgressor also tended to experience reduced ruminative cognition and reduced effort to suppress those cognitions.
Researchers often use two-wave panel designs to evaluate forgiveness interventions to improve statistical power, but apparently not because they believe it is a better representation of forgiveness. Two-wave panel designs are certainly better than
using cross-sectional individual differences to measure forgiveness, but they still
have drawbacks. First, researchers using a two-wave design would typically measure
people who had been hurt at some point in the past twice (possibly with random assignment to an experimental condition between the two measurements) and compute
change scores. In such a design, the only values of time attached to the two scores are
values representing their placement in the research design, not values that have psychological meaning (i.e., the amount of time that had passed since the transgression
occurred).
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Second, by using pre- and post-differences to approximate forgiveness, one necessarily assumes that any given individual changes at a constant rate: Like cannon balls
fi red into the sky at different angles on a planet with no gravity, the two-wave design
assumes that an individual’s rate of change stays the same forever and, therefore, can
be estimated with fidelity from any two given points in his trajectory. One might not
want to assume this, but it is impossible to do otherwise because the most rational
trajectory between two points is a straight line.
A third problem with the two-wave design is that true change cannot be separated
from measurement error. With our five climbers, this probably is not a problem because our altimeters have low measurement error; however, when using self-reports,
one is not so fortunate.

Multilevel Linear Growth Models
The limitations of the two-wave panel model can be addressed with methods called
multilevel linear growth models (also called hierarchical linear models, mixed models, or random coefficient models). These models are called multilevel, hierarchical,
or mixed because they accommodate a nested data structure—for example, the data
structure that arises when multiple measurements are obtained from each of several
individuals. These models can be tested with various software packages, including
SPSS, SAS, HLM, MLWin, and R, as well as various programs for structural equation
modeling, but our focus is on the models themselves and what they can teach us about
forgiveness. For a fuller examination of mixed models for analyzing longitudinal data,
see Bryk and Raudenbush (2002) and Nezlek (2001).
We can use these models if we change our plan for data collection in two ways:
We need to measure participants on three occasions or more; and with each measurement, we must record how much time has passed since each person’s transgression
occurred. Suppose we have three measures of how vengeful an individual feels toward a transgressor (e.g., the values 3.5, 2.0, and 2.1) from three different occasions
(e.g., 2, 10, and 15 days after a transgression). We can write:
Revengeij = β0j + β1j (Timeij) + rij

(1)

In Equation (1), the revenge score of person j (let’s call him Jim) at time i is modeled as a function of an intercept β0j, which represents Jim’s expected revenge motivation when Time = 0 (i.e., just after the transgression) and a rate of change β1j, which
represents the rate at which Jim’s revenge scores change as a linear function of time.
The residual rij is the deviation of Jim’s revenge score at time i from what would be
expected, based on his initial revenge status (that is, the revenge score that would be
expected when time since the transgression = 0, or β0j ) and the rate of linear change in
his revenge scores (or β1j ). For forgiveness research, this equation does three important
things. First, Jim’s change in revenge motivation (called trend forgiveness for reasons
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we will describe shortly) is separated from his initial level of revenge motivation. We
have separated progress up the mountain from initial altitude. Second, by attaching
the amounts of time that elapsed between the transgression and each individual measurement to the revenge scores, time is expressed in a psychologically meaningful
metric—the amount of time since Jim was harmed. Third, true change is separated
from measurement error. Equation (1) is identified with three data points, and we can
estimate the two β parameters (i.e., initial status and rate of change).
If we measure Jim’s revenge motivation on a fourth occasion, we can identify a
linear model that allows for more complex forms of change:
Revengeij = β0j + β1j (Timeij ) + β2j (Time2ij ) + rij

(2)

In Equation (2), Jim’s revenge score on occasion i results from three parameters:
(a) his expected revenge score immediately after the transgression (β0j ), (b) the rate of
linear change in his revenge scores over the measured interval (β1j ), and (c) the rate
of quadratic change (also called curvature) in his revenge scores over the measured
interval (β2j ). As in Equation (1), rij is the deviation of Jim’s revenge score at time i from
what would be expected, based on his initial revenge status and his rates of linear and
quadratic change in revenge scores over the measured interval. By including the coefficient for quadratic change, β2j, Jim’s trajectory can possess curvature. If, from this
regression, we find that Jim’s value for β0j is 3.10, for example, we can conclude that
when Time = 0 (that is, immediately after the transgression) Jim’s revenge motivation
score was 3.10. If we find that β1j is, for example, –0.04, we can conclude that Jim’s revenge motivation went down, on average, 0.04 scale score units per day. If Jim’s value
for β2j is positive—say, +0.002—then we conclude that Jim’s trajectory was “concave
upward,” and that the declines in Jim’s revenge motivation slowed down, on average,
0.002 scale score units per day. In other words, the rate at which Jim was shedding his
revenge motivations decreased over time.

Fixed Effects, Random Effects, and Interindividual Differences in Forgiveness
Equations such as (1) and (2) are called Level 1 or within-person equations because
they parameterize the observations at the fi rst level in a multilevel design (i.e., in this
example, they explain where the variation among the repeated measures of revenge
motivation comes from). Recall that these research designs are called multilevel designs because several observations are obtained for each of several individuals. Now
suppose that we have five people who have been harmed in the last few days by a
transgressor. For each of these individuals, we might estimate Level 1 linear equations of the form of Equation (2), which would yield different estimates for their initial
status, linear change, and quadratic change parameters. How should we conceptualize the interindividual variation in these parameter estimates? The simplest way is
to model the parameters as the result of expected parameter estimates for the entire
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sample and person-specific deviations from the expected values. In the language of
multilevel models, the expected values of the parameters for the sample are called
fixed effects, and the person-specific deviations from the expected values are called
random effects. Person-specific variations in linear change in revenge, for example,
can be decomposed according to the following between-persons, or Level 2 model:
β1j = γ10 + u1j

(3)

In Equation (3), we have expressed Jim’s rate of linear change in revenge motivation
(β1j ) as a function of a fi xed effect and a random effect. The fi xed effect γ10 (often called
the grand mean) is the expected linear change for the sample, and the random effect
u1j is the deviation of Jim’s parameter estimate for linear change β1j from the fi xed effect γ10. Note that the γ coefficient has two subscripts, the fi rst of which corresponds to
the numerical subscript on the β from the Level 1 equation in which it was used. The
fi xed effect answers the question, “What is the typical degree of linear change that an
individual from our sample can be expected to experience?” To answer the question,
“To what extent does Jim’s degree of forgiveness differ from the ‘average’ person in the
sample?” we simply interpret Jim’s random effect u1j. When we consider our sample of
individuals as a whole, the variation in random effects is a variance component that
can be predicted based on other variables. If we want to know whether a personality
trait or some characteristic of the transgression itself is associated with linear reductions in revenge, for example, we can evaluate whether a personality trait or transgression characteristic explains some of the variation among the person-specific estimates
for the β1 parameters. This is equivalent to correlating the trait or transgression characteristic with the random effects because the fi xed effect is a constant that does not
contribute to between-persons variance. We can write:
β1j = γ10 + γ11Neuroticismj + u1j

(4)

This decomposes Jim’s parameter estimate for linear change into (a) the fi xed
effect γ10, (b) Jim’s score on a self-report measure of Neuroticism (which we have centered around the sample mean) multiplied by a parameter γ11 that relates Neuroticism
scores to individual differences in linear change, and (c) a random effect u1j, which
now represents variation that cannot be explained by the fi xed effect and betweenpersons differences in Neuroticism. If γ11 is statistically significant, we can conclude
that Neuroticism is a significant predictor of individual differences in linear change.
If we wish to examine whether a forgiveness intervention is effective, we can create a
dummy variable ForgInt, for which we assign zero to participants in a control group
and 1 to participants in a forgiveness intervention. Then we can write:
β1j = γ10 + γ11ForgIntj + u1j
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where ForgIntj = Jim’s score on the dummy variable. To examine whether the intervention is particularly efficacious for people low in Neuroticism, we can create a product
variable Neur*Int representing the interaction of Neuroticism and the treatment effect, and write:
β1j = γ10 + γ11ForgIntj + γ12Neuroticismj + γ13Neur*Intj + u1j

(6)

If γ13 is statistically significant, we can conclude that the effects of the forgiveness
intervention are moderated by Neuroticism. As the random effects variance becomes
smaller with successive models, we are doing a better job of accounting for interindividual differences in forgiveness.
Our research group has written several papers that used multilevel linear growth
models to study forgiveness (Bono & McCullough, 2004; McCullough & Bono, 2004;
McCullough, Fincham, & Tsang, 2003). The studies described in those papers involved
longitudinal data from undergraduates who had suffered transgressions in the recent
past and whom we measured repeatedly for several months. We obtained up to five
measurements per person.
The fi rst question we asked was whether the typical person tended to forgive in
the months following their transgressions. By examining the fi xed effects obtained
from running multilevel models as in Equation (1) on repeated measures of people’s
avoidance, revenge, and benevolence motivations toward their transgressors, we
found that the expected rate of reduction in participants’ avoidance and revenge motivations was statistically significant. The typical person became less avoidant and
vengeful toward his or her transgressor. However, this was not true of benevolence
motivations: The fi xed effect for linear change in benevolence was not significantly
different from zero. This indicates that we can expect undergraduates to become less
avoidant and vengeful toward their transgressors as time passes after a transgression
but that we cannot expect them to become more benevolent. This difference suggests
that it might be worthwhile to maintain a conceptual distinction between the decay
of negative motivations and the restoration of positive ones as components of forgiveness (McCullough et al., 2003), because some of these changes can be expected of the
typical individual, whereas others cannot.
In the same paper, we examined the extent to which appraisals of transgression
severity, empathy for a transgressor, and responsibility attributions influenced interindividual differences in the linear change of avoidance, revenge, and benevolence
motivations (McCullough et al., 2003). We were somewhat surprised to fi nd that initial
appraisals of how severe transgressions were and participants’ feelings of empathy toward their transgressors were not correlated with individual differences in the rates
at which avoidance, revenge, and benevolence motivations changed. However, we did
find evidence that people who initially made stronger attributions of responsibility
experienced steeper increases in benevolence motivations over time. This latter fi nding implies that attributing responsibility to one’s transgressor may set psychological
or social processes in motion that facilitate the return of benevolent motivations.
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In a more recent paper (McCullough & Bono, 2004), we were more successful in
accounting for individual differences in forgiveness using multilevel linear growth
models. By adapting a method for modeling longitudinal change in two variables concurrently (Raudenbush, Brennan, & Barnett, 1995), we examined a question that we
had addressed earlier using a two-wave panel design (McCullough et al., 2001): To
what extent are reductions in avoidance and revenge motivations associated with reductions in rumination about the transgression? In a fi rst study, we found that the
correlations of linear changes in avoidance motivation and revenge motivation with
longitudinal changes in rumination were rs = .65 and .19, respectively. The revengerumination correlation was likely attenuated by a lack of random effects variance
for linear change in revenge motivation (i.e., people did not vary much in how much
linear change they experienced in revenge motivation). However, we performed the
same analyses on a second data set in which there was significant random effects variance for linear changes in revenge, and the correlations of linear change in avoidance
motivation and revenge motivation with linear change in rumination were surprisingly strong, rs = .87 and .87, respectively (McCullough & Bono, 2004).
To this point in the chapter, we have described how multilevel linear growth
models offer a way to model forgiveness as a process of continuous change that is produced by one or more latent growth parameters (e.g., linear and curvilinear change).
Because the trajectories produced by this formulation are continuous trends that operate across the entire measured interval on which they are based, we have called this
type of forgiveness trend forgiveness. However, the multilevel linear growth model
can shed light on another aspect of forgiveness that we have called temporary forgiveness (McCullough et al., 2003).
Temporary Forgiveness. Notice that the Level 1 (or within-persons) equations (Eqs.
1 and 2) that we specified for our multilevel models include a residual term rij. Jim’s
residual r at time i is the degree to which his instantaneous TRIM value deviates from
what we would expect for Jim at that point in time following the transgression, given
what we know about Jim’s initial level of revenge motivation and the way in which his
revenge motivation changed continuously (due to a constant growth rate and a degree
of acceleration or deceleration imposed on that growth rate) across the measured interval. These deviations rij from the expected values, based on Jim’s Level 1 parameters,
are inevitable because of measurement error and occasion-specific error. However,
some of the residual variance in Jim’s revenge motivations might reflect meaningful, substantive variations in his motivations regarding his transgressor. That is, Jim
might feel more vengeful on one day than on another (even after taking his growth
trajectory into account) because he is in a particularly good (or bad) mood that day,
has had a particularly good (or bad) interaction with his transgressor, or experiences
some other transient change. Such transient changes would likely exert real, though
fleeting, effects on Jim’s revenge motivations. On days when Jim’s measured revenge
motivations fall below his regression line, we might say that Jim became temporarily
less vengeful toward his transgressor, or alternatively, temporarily more forgiving.
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In contrast, on days when Jim has more revenge motivation than would be expected
based on his parameters for initial status and change, we might say that he has become temporarily less forgiving. Thus, the fluctuations of Jim’s revenge motivation
scores around his trajectory might be thought to reflect, in part, a sort of temporary
forgiveness—a transient and reversible change in his thoughts, feelings, motivations,
or behaviors regarding his transgressor that might also tell us something important
about the factors that promote or deter forgiveness.
If we add to our data set a measure of Jim’s state negative affect (or NA) for each
occasion when we also measured his revenge motivations, we can center each of the
NA measures around Jim’s mean NA value and write:
Revengeij = β0j + β1j (Timeij ) + β2j (Time2ij ) + β3j (NAij ) + rij

(7)

In (7), the coefficient β3j expresses the strength of the relationship of (a) fluctuations in Jim’s NA scores around the values that would be expected based on his initial
status, rate of linear change, and curvature with (b) fluctuations in Jim’s Revenge
scores around the values that would be expected on the basis of his initial status, rate
of linear change, and curvature. We now have a total of four parameters in our Level 1
model. To identify this model, we must measure Jim on at least five occasions (to identify a Level 1 model, the number of observations per person must exceed the number
of Level 1 parameters). Also, note that temporary forgiveness is entirely independent
of trend forgiveness. Trend forgiveness is an attribute of persons in transgression situations (that is, some people demonstrate trend forgiveness vis-à-vis a given transgression, whereas others do not, making it a between-persons phenomenon) but temporary
forgiveness is an attribute of individuals on certain occasions but not on others (i.e., a
within-persons phenomenon). There is no parameter for temporary forgiveness—it is
an unobservable entity that we detect by accounting for fluctuations of people’s scores
around their growth trajectories.
Our research group has used this method for modeling temporary forgiveness to investigate several substantive questions. First, we used repeated measures of the degree
to which individuals experienced ruminative thoughts about a transgression they had
recently incurred to examine whether within-persons variation in rumination was associated with within-persons variation in avoidance and revenge motivations. This was
the case, which is consistent with the hypothesis that rumination deters temporary forgiveness (McCullough & Bono, 2004). Moreover, through multilevel mediational analyses (Krull & MacKinnon, 2001), we found that rumination deters temporary forgiveness
by making people angrier toward (but not more fearful of) their transgressors. We have
used similar methods to shed light on the relationship between temporary forgiveness
and psychological well-being (Bono & McCullough, 2004).
The multilevel linear growth model provides several different perspectives from
which to ask questions about forgiveness as a process of change. In the following few
paragraphs, we address some frequently asked practical questions about using these
models to study forgiveness.
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How Do Multilevel Models Handle Missing and Unbalanced Data? A virtue of the
multilevel approach to conceptualizing forgiveness is that the analytic tools that are
available for conceptualizing forgiveness this way are themselves quite forgiving of
imperfect data. In traditional repeated measures analysis of variance, if a participant
is missing any single datum that is named in the model, the participant’s data are
deleted listwise. In studies with even modest attrition between any two waves of data
collection, listwise deletion can lead to a substantial loss of data. Most multilevel
programs use estimation procedures that allow missing data on the outcome variables, compensating for this missingness by relying more heavily on the fi xed effects
to estimate a given individual’s parameters. However, few if any of these software
programs can accommodate missing data at the highest level (in this case, Level 2,
or the between-persons level). If an individual is missing a score on Neuroticism per
Equation (4) above, his or her data are still deleted listwise.
Another virtue of multilevel models from a design perspective is that the data
need not be balanced (i.e., individuals’ observations need not be obtained according
to a fi xed measurement schedule). If Jim’s measurements were taken 2, 10, and 15 days
after a transgression, and Julie’s were obtained 3, 12, and 20 days following a transgression, most multilevel programs can take these differences into account.
How Many Measurements per Participant Do I Need? This is an important consideration for multilevel models. One should measure participants on at least three
occasions. Otherwise, it is not possible to estimate the two growth parameters (initial
status and linear change), which seem to us to be the minimum for conceptualizing
forgiveness as change. Once this “three-minimum” criterion has been met, our quick
answer to the question is “as often as possible for as long as possible,” but there are
two caveats to add to this quick answer. The fi rst caveat is that oversampling participants may cause fatigue that leads them to stop taking the questions seriously. In our
published work, we have endeavored to sample once every 2 weeks, but surely one
could sample more frequently than that. We are currently analyzing data from a study
in which we measured participants each day for 21 days following a transgression,
and we expect to learn some important lessons about sampling rates from that study.
The second caveat is that at some point, people’s feelings, thoughts, and motivations toward their transgressors must surely stop changing. Theoretically, one could
sample an individual for the rest of his or her life, but at some point, presumably that
individual’s feelings toward his or her transgressor would stabilize around an asymptote. However, how long this takes is currently unknown. We return to this point
below in our discussion of nonlinear models.
How Many Participants Do I Need? Judgments of sample size should be based on
considerations of statistical power. The power of these models has been studied extensively (Snijders & Bosker, 1993), and software is available for estimating power
(Bosker, Snijders, & Guldemond, 2003). Unfortunately for many research areas, including the forgiveness area, the statistical power for multilevel models is hard to
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estimate because some of the necessary parameters (including the means, variances,
and covariances of the random effects) are unknown, and it would be hard to arrive
at a reasonable guess. Precise power calculations notwithstanding, to some extent
the lack of power that comes from small N can be offset by collecting a large number
of observations for each individual and vice versa, but adding Level 1 observations
boosts power only insofar as it assists researchers in developing more precise estimates of each individual’s growth parameters. At some point, precision cannot be
increased substantially by adding more Level 1 units, and adding participants is the
best way to boost power.
When Should I Try to Get Participants Into My Study? As quickly as possible after
the transgression. We have had good success at locating undergraduates within a few
days of incurring significant interpersonal transgressions by repeatedly visiting their
classes. This is, no doubt, considerably more difficult when working with samples
of individuals who have been harmed in extraordinary ways. Nevertheless, taking
time seriously is an important, even indispensable, prerequisite for using multilevel
analyses to model forgiveness, so researchers should begin measuring participants as
soon after their transgressions as possible. When it is not possible to begin data collection relatively quickly after the transgressions occur, researchers should try to obtain
highly accurate information about when people’s transgressions occurred.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN THE AREA
There are two other multilevel methods for modeling longitudinal data that might be useful complements to multilevel linear growth models that we have discussed here. These
methods are called growth mixture models and multilevel nonlinear growth models.

Growth Mixture Models
The multilevel linear growth model rests on the assumption that there is only one
type of trajectory for describing every person’s pattern of longitudinal change (Muthén, 2001), although there is variation among people’s values on the growth parameters. In other words, even if people’s forgiveness trajectories do not conform to the
same general shape, the (single-class) multilevel linear growth model assumes that
they do. Thus, interindividual differences can be discussed only as parametric differences, not qualitative ones.
One can appreciate the tenuousness of this assumption by considering differences in the TRIM trajectories of three hypothetical individuals, all of whom were
harmed on Day 0 (see Figure 7.2). Following the transgression, Person A experiences
a very high level of revenge motivation regarding the transgressor and maintains this
level for the next month. Person B experiences a very low level of revenge motivation
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FIGURE 7.2.

Three patterns of longitudinal change in revenge motivation.

and maintains this low level for the next month. Person C, however, begins with a
very high level of revenge motivation—as high as that of person A—but over the next
month, this level decreases until it is as low as that of Person B.
If we fit linear equations to data points of Persons A, B, and C, we would fi nd that
Person A’s initial revenge parameter estimate was relatively high, but the parameter
estimate for his rate of change over time was negligible (i.e., he changed at the rate of
approximately zero units per week). For Person B, we would fi nd a very low initial
revenge value, but like person A, those values changed at a rate of approximately zero
units per week. One can see that the meaning of lack of decay in one’s revenge motivations means something very different if one was not very vengeful at the outset (like
Person B) from what it means if one was extremely vengeful at the outset (like Person
A). Moreover, only Person C demonstrated initially high levels of revenge motivation
that decayed over time; therefore, only the Person C could be said to have forgiven.
This example shows that the reduction in Person C’s revenge motivations is meaningful only in light of the fact that he was highly vengeful at the outset. In other
words, the significance of Person C’s longitudinal trajectory comes from treating his
initial status and rate of change in tandem, not by considering them individually.
This interpretation is not possible in multilevel linear models that do not examine
the overall shape of a trajectory, instead using decontextualized estimates of linear
change without considering initial values.
In (single-class) multilevel linear models for studying forgiveness, estimates of
initial status and linear change are almost always negatively correlated—in many
cases considerably so. This is because people with very little revenge or avoidance
motivation directly following a transgression have very little negative motivation to
dissipate, whereas people with the highest initial levels of revenge and avoidance
motivations are precisely the people who have the most to forgive and, therefore,
are the ones who can experience steep linear reductions in those motivations over
time. This dependence between initial status and linear change makes the predictors and consequences of forgiveness difficult to isolate because variables that are
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associated positively with forgiveness tend to be correlated negatively with initial
status. In other words, decomposing people’s TRIMs into initial status and slope estimates that are interpreted independently of each other makes it difficult to know
whether a predictor or outcome of change in people’s TRIMs is caused by its relationship with initial status, forgiveness, or both.
It would be more informative to conceptualize longitudinal change in terms of a
set of qualitatively discrete classes of trajectories (Muthén, 2001). We can imagine one
trajectory class that is characterized by initially high levels of revenge motivation and
no change over time (we might call this trajectory chronic unforgiveness, depicted by
Person A in Figure 7.2); a second class that is characterized by low levels of revenge
initially with no change over time (we might call this trajectory chronic forbearance,
depicted by Person B in Figure 7.2); and a third class characterized by high levels of
revenge that decrease at a steady rate over time (we might call this trajectory forgiveness, as depicted by Person C in Figure 7.2).
Using growth mixture modeling (Muthén, 2001, 2003; Muthén et al., 2002), we can
develop an efficient taxonomy of such trajectory classes, then use class memberships as
a set of variables to be predicted on the basis of background variables or used as predictors of other (e.g., psychological, physiological, or behavioral) outcomes. Growth mixture
models have been used to study several problems related to interindividual differences
in intraindividual change, including the developmental pathways in cigarette smoking
and alcohol use from adolescence to early adulthood (Tucker, Orlando, & Ellickson, 2003),
the development of aggression among at-risk adolescents (Muthén et al., 2002), and even
the developmental pathways of religious development from the postcollege years to late
adulthood (McCullough, Enders, Brion, & Jain, in press). With these models, it is the entire shape of a trajectory—expressed as a discrete, categorical variable—rather than the
growth components of a single trajectory that become variables to be predicted on the
basis of background variables and to be used as predictors of distal outcomes. Thus, these
models lead to novel interpretations of how forgiveness relates to other variables.
We know of only two statistical programs that can be used for growth mixture
models—Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2004) and the “Traj” procedure developed
for SAS (Jones, Nagin, & Roeder, 2001). In our experience, growth mixture models are
more difficult to specify and are more sensitive to start values than are (single-class)
multilevel linear growth models, but we think they hold considerable promise for
forgiveness research, nonetheless.

Multilevel Nonlinear Growth Models
Linear growth models are “linear” not because they force growth to be modeled as a
straight-line function of time but because they express the outcome variable as a linear function of the parameters. In reality, however, many things change in a nonlinear
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way. Washing out of a drug from the blood stream and radioactive decay both involve
nonlinear change, even though a linear equation might provide a good fit to observed
data over a bounded interval. In such instances, the linear approximations are approximations nonetheless, and it is difficult to give their parameters meaningful interpretations (e.g., knowing that something decays in a linear fashion over a bounded
interval does not explain the mechanism that produces the change).
For this reason, it might be useful in the future for researchers to explore equations for forgiveness in which the outcome variable is expressed as a nonlinear function of time. Multilevel nonlinear growth models such as these can be tested with
Proc NLMixed in the SAS system or with nlme in S, S-PLUS, and R (Pinheiro & Bates,
1998). In our limited experience, nlme is more flexible and is less picky about start
values than is Proc NLMixed, although SAS is considerably more user-friendly and
probably more familiar to most forgiveness researchers.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
For the practicing clinician, the take-home message is that forgiveness is a change
process and that one should not confuse initial status with change when evaluating
where clients are. People who come to professionals with help in forgiving by definition are starting with fairly low levels of forgiveness, so even small amounts of progress should be seen as genuine progress.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
AND CONCLUSIONS
Scientific progress often is characterized by a transition from static to dynamic views
of phenomena (Boker & Nesselroade, 2002), perhaps because thinking about how systems change allows scientists to develop models that predict larger proportions of a
system’s possible states. Many scientists are expanding the theoretical reach of the social sciences by explicitly considering how we can model change in human systems,
just as physical scientists have broadened the reach of the natural sciences by focusing on changes such as motion, growth, decline, and transitions between discrete
states. We think that forgiveness is a concept that is ripe for the kind of theorizing that
takes seriously the proposition that forgiveness is a dynamic psychological process
that unfolds over time rather than a static property of individuals. Modern methods
for the analysis of change that allow scientists to take time seriously in how forgiveness is modeled and measured will aid them in advancing theory and, ultimately,
providing the world with tools that people can use to experience forgiveness in their
own lives.
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Chapter Eight

Issues in the Multimodal
Measurement of Forgiveness
William T. Hoyt
Michael E. McCullough

A

lthough the recommendation to include multiple indicators of a construct of
interest is commonplace in research design texts (e.g., Cook & Campbell, 1979),
investigators conducting basic and applied research on forgiveness have typically relied on a single measure of this construct. There are many reasons why forgiveness researchers may fail to use multimodal measurement. Certainly, inclusion
of additional questionnaires or other measurement procedures poses a burden to participants as well as researchers. Perhaps investigators simply do not believe that a
concomitant benefit to research validity will compensate for this additional burden.
In this relatively new research area, selecting multiple indicators that overlap sufficiently to constitute measures of the same underlying construct, but not so much that
they are essentially redundant, may pose a challenge. Finally, researchers may avoid
including more than one measure of forgiveness because this augmentation to the
research design creates challenges at the data analysis phase. Our goal in this chapter is to address each of these challenges. In the sections that follow, we review the
rationale for preferring multimodal measurement, provide a conceptual framework to
assist researchers and research consumers in evaluating forgiveness measures, and
describe common models for data analysis using multiple measures, with illustration
of their relevance to the forgiveness domain.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
The authors come to forgiveness research from the perspective of counseling psychology, with its emphasis on positive development and enhancing human strengths. Forgiveness is of interest as a human virtue from the perspective of numerous religious
and spiritual traditions (McCullough & Snyder, 2000). As scientists, counseling psychologists have typically been sensitive to the importance of environmental and contextual determinants of human behavior, and to the importance of social relationships
109
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as an indicator of quality of life (Heppner, Casas, Carter, & Stone, 2000). Because of
its relationship-enhancing potential, the capacity for forgiveness may well be an important indicator of both relational and individual health. In this chapter, we consider forgiveness as fi rst and foremost an interpersonal process, with little attention to
other aspects of forgiving (e.g., forgiveness of self; forgiveness of God or of inanimate
objects or events). We conceptualize interpersonal forgiveness as a transactional process between two individuals. As such, it has multiple determinants, which include
characteristics of the forgiver, the transgressor, the relationship, and the offense. As
discussed below, this concept has implications for interpretation of scores on forgiveness measures and may provide a rationale in many research contexts for multimodal
measurement procedures.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE: CONSTRUCT VALIDITY
AND MULTIMODAL MEASUREMENT
The process of construct validation addresses the fundamental question, posed by
Cronbach and Meehl (1955): What constructs account for variance in test performance?
(p. 282). The use of the plural constructs embodies the fundamental insight that scores
on any psychological test (or questionnaire, or behavioral rating scale) contain surplus
meaning—that is, they inevitably reflect systematic variance in one or more characteristics of the respondents, in addition to standing on the construct they are intended to
measure. This is easy to see in the case of domain-specific achievement tests. Reliable
differences on such tests must reflect reading ability and perhaps differences in proficiency with the item formats, as well as familiarity with the content domain under
investigation. These unwanted components of systematic variance, which we refer to as
bias variance, make interpretation of scores on a test problematic.

Sources of Bias in Forgiveness Measures
In this and the following section, we develop a conceptual framework for exploring
bias in forgiveness measures. In the absence of such a framework, investigators are
unlikely to be motivated to make use of multiple measures and may fail to make best
use of the data from multiple indicators when they do take the trouble to include them
in their research designs.
Forgiveness measures (in common with most personality ratings) contain a form
of bias not present in ability tests, namely, distortions in ratings due to idiosyncratic
characteristics or motives of the rater. These rater biases are different for self- and otherratings. Because most forgiveness measures consist of self-ratings (McCullough, Hoyt,
& Rachal, 2000), we focus on self-reports here. Readers interested in biases in ratings of
others are referred to previous work in this area (Hoyt, 2000; Hoyt & Kerns, 1999).
Bias in self-ratings has been studied under the rubric of response sets—styles of
responding that contribute systematic but construct-irrelevant variance to ratings.
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Well-known response sets include acquiescence and social desirability. Acquiescence
variance is characterized by differences in the extent to which people tend to agree that
descriptors (regardless of content) apply to themselves. To minimize confounding with
acquiescence, many forgiveness measures include at least some reverse-scored items.
Social desirability variance is attributable to differences in the degree to which
respondents modify their self-reports so as to make a good (or socially desirable)
impression. Social desirability bias contributes more strongly to score variance for
attributes that are culturally valued (e.g., intelligence) than for those that are valueneutral (e.g., perfectionism).
Although scholars debate about the validity of measures that purport to control
for these biases (McCrae & Costa, 1983; Ones, Viswesvaran, & Reiss, 1996), the important (and uncontroversial) point is that self-reports are contaminated to an unknown
degree with construct-irrelevant variance, referred to by Campbell and Fiske (1959)
as method variance. A corollary is that high correlations between two sets of scores
“might be explained as due either to basic trait similarity or to shared method variance” (p. 85), that is, to the tendency to evoke similar biases on the part of respondents. Thus, Campbell and Fiske emphasized the importance of convergent validity
across methods (and discriminant validity with measures of different traits by similar methods) as criteria for construct validation.

Multiple Measures Versus Multimodal Measurement
At this point, we can define multimodal measurement as inclusion of two or more
measures of a construct by methods (or modes) of measurement that are different
enough to provide unique perspectives on the construct of interest. What constitutes
“different enough” methods depends on the research question and will be the subject
of detailed consideration in connection with the examples presented below.
As we will see, most of the studies in the forgiveness literature that have employed multiple measures have not been true multimodal studies, because the two
(or more) measures (usually self-reports) share bias variance as well as construct-relevant variance. Such multiple-measure, mono-method studies are an improvement
over single-measure research designs, in that they may include different facets of the
complex forgiveness construct. For example, studies of transgression-related interpersonal motivations (e.g., McCullough & Hoyt, 2002) typically examine increases in
benevolence motives and decreases in avoidance and revenge motives. Similarly, Enright’s Forgiveness Inventory (EFI; Subkoviak, Enright, Wu, & Gassin, 1995) attempts
to measure forgiveness as increases in positive affect, cognition, and behavior regarding a transgression, as well as reductions in negative affect, cognition, and behavior
through a set of self-report items. However, measures such as those developed by
McCullough and Hoyt (2002), and Enright (Subkoviak et al., 1995) do not do much to
eliminate the confounding bias variance, because this variance is probably common
to each of the subscales on these measures.
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE: WHAT ARE “METHODS”
OF MEASUREMENT?
Campbell and Fiske (1959) were intentionally vague in defi ning method, preferring
to construe this term broadly to encompass a wide range of measurement procedures
(Fiske & Campbell, 1992). Investigators seeking to study method variance have examined both fine and coarse differences in these procedures as sources of variance in
personality scores. Many published studies using techniques developed by Campbell
and Fiske examine method differences (e.g., different question formats in two self-report measures) that are probably too trivial to constitute different modes of measurement, in the sense discussed here.
Our field is at an early stage in its appreciation of the effects of method, and it is not
yet possible to give comprehensive guidelines for determining when two methods are
different enough to comprise a multimodal assessment of a construct such as forgiveness. The critical consideration is that the variance shared among the two measures
should be valid variance, not bias variance. That is, the two measures should share
construct-relevant (or common factor) variance but contain different sources of method
(or specific factor) variance. In this section, we suggest two broad categories of measurement differences that could be considered by investigators seeking to use multimodal
measurement: the source of the measured data and the level of measurement.

Source Differences
A method factor that is likely to contribute substantially to variance in ratings is the
source of the information about forgiveness. Personality psychologists have long been
exhorted to collect data from multiple sources (Cattell, 1957). Cattell’s enthusiasm for
a diversity of data sources has been commemorated with the LOTS acronym, reminding researchers of four broad classes of personality information on: life events data (L
data); observational data (O data); test data (T data); and self-reports (S data; John &
Benet-Martinez, 2000).
Life events data have the advantage that they are obtained objectively from life records. Although not used, to date, by forgiveness researchers, L data can provide one
perspective on forgiveness in some populations. For example, in a study of divorced
couples, compliance with alimony payment schedule may be related to level of forgiveness (among other things).
Observational data may be collected in a variety of settings and from a variety
of sources. Forgiveness researchers have occasionally used O data—usually from acquaintance ratings of participants’ forgivingness. For example, Brown (2003) validated a dispositional measure of forgiveness by documenting convergence with romantic
partner ratings. Acquaintances have the advantage of depth of knowledge of the participants, but their ratings can be relatively unreliable because (a) acquaintances may
have idiosyncratic interpretations of scale items, which usually cannot be mitigated
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by rater training; (b) acquaintances are unique to each participant, which increases
bias variance; and (c) it is difficult to aggregate ratings across many observers because
acquaintances are difficult to recruit (Hoyt, 2000). To our knowledge, no one has made
use of O data derived from trained observers, laboratory settings, and/or standardized interaction partners (confederates) to measure forgiveness, although Ripley and
Worthington (2002) did use observational ratings of couple interactions to assess the
ratio of positive to negative communication behaviors following a forgiveness intervention. These procedures enhance reliability of measurement, at some cost to generalizability of ratings to naturalistic interactions.
Test data are based on laboratory situations that yield objective scores on the variable of interest. T data on forgiveness could be derived from several existing laboratory
tests, such as defections in the Prisoner’s Dilemma game (Kassinove, Roth, Owens, &
Fuller, 2002) or laboratory analogs of aggressive responding in response to a simulated
provocation (e.g., Anderson & Bushman, 1997; Bushman & Baumeister, 1998).
Finally, self-report data are data from questionnaires (or interviews) in which
participants describe their own attitudes or behavior. As already noted, self-reports
are by far the most common source of data in forgiveness research. S data are also a
common source for other variables that researchers believe are correlated with forgiveness. Correlations between two variables are difficult to interpret when both are
measured by self-report because they reflect trait correlations but also (and to an unknown degree) method covariance. To avoid “mono-operation bias” (Cook & Campbell, 1979, p. 65), it behooves forgiveness researchers to consider augmenting their
measurement of forgiveness with data from L, O, and T sources.

Levels of Analysis of Forgiveness: Offense, Relationship, and Individual
Although method variance is often described disparagingly as “nuisance” variance
or statistical “noise” (e.g., Lubinski & Dawis, 1992), Campbell and Fiske (1959) left
open the possibility that methods may be worthy of study in their own right (see also
Cronbach, 1995). In the domain of forgiveness research, causal determinants at multiple levels of analysis are important for our theoretical understanding of forgiveness
yet contribute to variance in forgiveness scores that in some research contexts is irrelevant to the construct of interest.
Forgiveness processes are studied at multiple levels. As a behavior, forgiveness
is inherently linked to a particular event or offense. A person hurts or offends me in
some way, and I react with changes in my feelings, attitudes, and motivations toward
him or her. My (eventual) willingness to forgive this transgression is based in part on
numerous situation-level details, including the severity of the offense, its intentionality, and the transgressor’s willingness to apologize and make amends. Each of these
factors contributes to variance in scores on transgression-based measures of forgiveness (McCullough et al., 2000).
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Forgiveness may also be studied as a relational or dyadic process. Some relationships are more forgiving than others, and people’s willingness to forgive a particular
relationship partner is likely to be at least somewhat consistent across unique offenses
that occur within that relationship.
Finally, forgiveness at the individual level refers to individual differences in the disposition to forgive that are at least somewhat consistent across relationships and offenses
within relationships. The premise underlying the many studies of individual-level correlates of forgiveness (e.g., correlations with measures of personality, psychopathology,
or well-being) is that some people are more forgiving (across a variety of relationships
and specific transgressions) than are others and that this forgiving disposition is rooted
in stable personality traits and has consequences for their mental health.
Considering the appropriate level of analysis is crucial to evaluating the construct validity of forgiveness measures. The level of measurement of the variables must correspond
to the level of analysis of the constructs in the research hypothesis. Scores derived from a
different measurement level inevitably contain substantial construct-irrelevant variance.
For example, if an investigator hypothesizes that more forgiving couples are likely to be
more satisfied and committed, the hypothesis is at the relationship level of analysis. What
happens if he or she tests this hypothesis with variables measured at the situational level
(i.e., with an offense-specific measure of forgiveness)? Forgiveness scores based on a single
transgression would then serve to operationalize relational (or dyadic) forgiveness. But these
scores differ from the typical forgiveness in the relationship to the extent that, for some or
all couples, the specified offense differs from the typical offense for that couple. Any transgression-specific variance in scores, which would be valid variance for research at the level
of specific offense, is nuisance variance in the context of the present research hypothesis
and reduces the validity of measurement (by reducing the proportion of variance in scores
that is attributable to general tendencies to forgive the relationship partner).
To enhance validity in this example, we could aggregate forgiveness scores based
on two or more specific offenses. Using these two or more sets of offense-specific forgiveness scores as indicators of relationship-level forgiveness constitutes multimodal
measurement in the sense described above: These measures share construct-relevant
variance (i.e., variance in consistent tendencies to be forgiving or unforgiving toward
the partner) but not method variance (i.e., deviations from these stable tendencies attributable to temporal or offense-specific factors). Although the correlation between
forgiveness scores over any arbitrarily selected pair of offenses within a relationship
is likely to be modest, by aggregating a number of such modestly correlated measures,
we may obtain a highly reliable (and valid) composite index of relational forgiveness
(Lubinski & Dawis, 1992; see also McCullough & Hoyt, 2002).

Summary of Recommendations
In this section, we have suggested that investigators wishing to use multimodal measurement could think about two different conceptual schemes that represent diverse
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measurement modes for forgiveness research. One scheme (LOTS) identifies four distinct sources of data on forgiveness; including data from more than one source constitutes multimodal measurement. The other scheme identifies three levels of analysis
(individual, relationship, and offense-specific) that are relevant to the study of forgiveness; an alternative strategy is to collect data of multiple types at a lower level of
analysis (e.g., relationship-level data with friends, parents, and romantic partner) as
a multimodal approach to assessment of forgiveness at a higher level of analysis (e.g.,
dispositional forgiveness, which should be consistent across these different relationship types). Below, we consider how to work with multimodal data to address questions of interest to forgiveness researchers.

MAKING BEST USE OF MULTIPLE MEASURES:
ANALYTICAL STRATEGIES AND EXAMPLE STUDIES
We have already discussed one strategy for using data from multiple measures of forgiveness: aggregation to create a composite variable. This is advantageous because the
composite will have a higher proportion of valid variance (and lower proportion of error variance) than its component variables. When component variables are measured
by different methods (i.e., in the case of multimodal measurement), the proportion of
method variance is also lower in the composite than in its components. A related approach with similar benefits is to treat forgiveness as a latent variable in a structural
equation model with two or more measures as multiple indicators. In this section,
we present alternatives to conventional aggregation approaches. These may be useful
when different aspects of forgiveness are theorized to load on the two (or more) measures or when the measures use different methods, and the role of method variance
is of substantive interest. When two or more measures embody different aspects of
forgiveness, it can be instructive to analyze them separately, comparing patterns of
correlations with criterion variables. When method variance is of substantive interest (Cronbach, 1995), a number of statistical models can be used to explore the role
of method in determining ratings of forgiveness. We describe three such models: the
multitrait multimethod matrix (MTMM), generalizability theory (GT), and the social
relations model (SRM). When possible, we illustrate with an example drawn from the
literature on forgiveness.

Extrinsic Convergent Validation: Exploring Patterns of Correlations
with Criterion Variables
Fiske (1971) noted that a strong correlation between two measures is necessary but
not sufficient evidence of their conceptual equivalence. Fiske recommended that, in
addition to reporting convergent validity correlations between two measures thought
to assess the same construct, investigators should examine their patterns of extrinsic
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convergent validity (ECV)—that is, their patterns of correlation with criterion variables. When these patterns are highly similar for both measures, a strong argument
can be made for empirical equivalence. (See Lubinski, 2004, p. 99, for an example of
an argument via ECV analysis for the equivalence of three measures of verbal intelligence.) When two similar measures have different patterns of correlation, this can
be important for elaborating the theory of the construct being assessed.
ECV analysis has the virtue that it is methodologically simple (involving straightforward comparison of correlation coefficients) but conceptually powerful. An example of the use of ECV to study forgiveness is the research program by McCullough
and colleagues investigating a motivational model of forgiveness.
McCullough et al. (1998) equated forgiveness with decreases in motivation to
avoid the perpetrator and to obtain revenge on him or her. McCullough et al. reported
avoidance-revenge correlations between .4 and .5 in two samples, and comparable
(negative) correlations with a single-item measure of forgiveness. However, subsequent studies revealed different patterns of correlation with relationship satisfaction
and commitment in heterosexual couples. Most notably, male partners’ revenge (but
not avoidance) motives (negatively) predicted their female partners’ relationship satisfaction (McCullough et al., 1998). Avoidance and revenge motives were also differentially related to transgression-relevant variables, with avoidance motives more
strongly ameliorated by offender apology and victim empathy for the offender than
are revenge motives (McCullough et al., 1998). When examined at the individual level
of analysis, these motives were linked differentially to broad personality styles, with
dispositional avoidance consistently uniquely predicted by neuroticism and dispositional revenge uniquely (negatively) predicted by agreeableness (McCullough & Hoyt,
2002). These findings confi rm that, although they share considerable common variance (up to 25%), the avoidance and revenge scales measure distinct dimensions of
forgiveness that have different correlates and different implications for relationship
partners.

Multitrait Multimethod Matrix
The multitrait multimethod matrix (MTMM; Campbell & Fiske, 1959) has proven to be
far and away the most popular tool for examining method variance in psychological
measures. However, we do not recommend this method without reservation. Campbell and Fiske’s guidelines for analysis are impressionistic rather than quantitative,
and alternative procedures for conducting MTMM analyses using confi rmatory factor
analysis are temperamental, with models often failing to converge (Kenny & Kashy,
1992). Below, we discuss two generalizability-based approaches that we believe have
more potential to address methodological and substantive issues for researchers using
multimodal measurement.
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Generalizability Theory: Decomposing Score Variance
Cronbach’s inquiries into the meaning of test scores in the 1940s and 1950s eventually
led to the development of another analytic framework for understanding the role of
method variance in psychological measures. Although originally conceived as a liberalization of the assumptions of classical reliability theory (Cronbach, Rajaratnam,
& Gleser, 1963), generalizability theory (GT) eventually emerged as a broad analytic
framework for investigating the generalizability of scores across different measurement conditions, or facets (Cronbach, Gleser, Nanda, & Rajaratnam, 1972). As such, GT
straddles the conventional boundary between classic reliability and validity theory,
and provides a flexible tool for investigating sources of variance that contribute to
scores derived from a variety of measurement procedures.
Probably partly as a consequence of its flexibility, GT is underutilized in contemporary psychological research. GT does not lend itself to cookbook “default” applications that are the norm in statistical software packages. Researchers wishing to use
these techniques must learn to use a specialized computer application (GENOVA; Crick
& Brennan, 1983; free download at http://www.uiowa.edu/~itp/pages/SWGENOVA
.SHTML). Although helpful primers are available for using GT to estimate reliability
of measurement (e.g., Hoyt & Melby, 1999; Shavelson & Webb, 1991), few attempts have
been made to extend GT principles to examine score validity. We here present some
initial thoughts on applicability of GT techniques to addressing questions of interest to
forgiveness researchers.
In our discussion of levels of analysis for studying forgiveness, we noted that
forgiveness occurs in response to discrete offenses but that responses to multiple offenses within a given dyad are likely to show some consistency, such that forgiveness
can also be considered as a characteristic of the dyad or relationship. Further, it is
likely that a person who is relatively forgiving in one relationship will also be forgiving in others, so that study of forgiveness at the individual (dispositional) level will
also be fruitful. McCullough et al. (2000, table 4.1) showed how this three-tiered hierarchy (offenses embedded in streams of dyadic interactions embedded in individuals’
responding in a variety of interpersonal contexts) could be modeled as a GT design.
For each participant in the proposed study, six offenses are studied. The offenses
encompass three of that person’s relationships, with two of the offenses having been
perpetrated by each of the three relationship partners. The data for the study are the
participant’s feelings of forgiveness in response to each of the six offenses.
Note that although each of the six measures is a self-report of willingness to forgive, measurement procedures in this research design are multimodal in the sense
described above. Scores on each of the six forgiveness measures contain variance attributable to dispositional forgiveness, and the six measures include different subsets
of method variance due to relationship partners and situations. McCullough and Hoyt
(2002) carried out a version of this research design in two studies, operationalizing
relationship as relationship type (in Study 1, for example, each participant reported
forgiveness of same-sex friend, opposite-sex friend, and romantic partner) and offense
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as a function of the severity of the transgression (so that each participant reported on
one severe and one mild offense in each relationship type).
Meaning of Variance Components. The purpose of the generalizability analysis (in
McCullough & Hoyt, 2002) was to partition variance in forgiveness ratings into variance attributable to four main factors of interest. The relative size of each variance
component reflects the importance of the corresponding determinant of forgiveness.
To give a sense of the types of questions that can be addressed in a GT analysis, we
fi rst describe the meaning of each variance component for this study design, then
present a brief summary of our fi ndings.
Person variance (P) reflects the extent to which forgiveness in response to a given
offense is predictable from the victim’s general disposition to forgive others (across
offense severity and relationship type). If P variance is large, this indicates that people are relatively consistent in their forgivingness across relationships and offenses. If
P variance is small, then willingness to forgive is strongly conditioned on relational
or situational factors, and we look to the remaining variance components to gauge the
relative importance of these factors.
Variance attributable to the Person × Relationship Type interaction (PR) reflects
the extent to which persons’ rank (on forgivingness) differs as a function of relationship type. If PR variance is large, then persons who are most forgiving in one relationship may not be so forgiving in another. (Knowing that someone is very forgiving of
her romantic partner, for example, would not help you to predict her forgivingness of
a same-sex friend.)
Variance attributable to the Person × Severity interaction (PS) reflects the extent
to which persons’ rank (on forgivingness) differs in response to moderate or severe
offenses. If PS variance is large, then people who are the most forgiving of a minor
offense may not be the most forgiving of a more severe hurt.
Finally, variance attributable to the three-way interaction (Person × Relationship
× Severity) is notated PRS,e to reflect the limitation that the highest order interaction
is confounded with error in any generalizability study. This is because there is only
one data point per combination of these three factors, so we cannot separate stable
(reliable) variance from random error. Thus, variance attributable to the highest order interaction in any generalizability study is referred to as residual variance and
reflects variance due to random error, the three-way (in this case) interaction, and
interactions with other facets (measurement conditions) not explicitly measured in
this research design.
GT analyses also produce variance estimates for the main effects of relationship type and severity (i.e., R and S) and for the interaction of these facets (i.e., RS).
These are of theoretical interest as well. The S main effect, for example, will be large
if (as expected) people are generally less forgiving of severe offenses than of mild
ones. We focus on variance components involving persons (P, PR, PS, and residual)
because of their importance for understanding the consistency (or lack thereof) in
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people’s willingness to forgive—that is, the importance of dispositional forgiveness
in determining responses to specific offenses.
Summary of Findings. Using the motivational framework described above to measure forgiveness, McCullough and Hoyt (2002) found that persons accounted for 25%
and 44% of variance in avoidance and revenge motivation, respectively, in Study 1.
Thus, people showed much more consistency in their vengeful motivations than in
their avoidant impulses. Relationship type was one factor in this inconsistency (PR
accounted for 13% of variance in both avoidance and revenge): People who were most
forgiving of same-sex friends, for example, were not necessarily most forgiving of
romantic partners. PS accounted for little variance in either measure (i.e., persons
who were relatively forgiving of severe transgressions were also relatively forgiving
of mild transgressions) but residual variance was large (37% and 36% for avoidance
and revenge, respectively), undoubtedly reflecting, at least in part, other sources of
variance in response to single offenses (e.g., apology, intentionality) that were not
investigated here.
These findings are important in that they suggest that revenge motivation is more
strongly influenced by dispositions (i.e., more consistent across offenses and relationships) than is avoidance motivation. Additional analyses provided guidance for
future users of scenario measures, presenting G coefficients (analogous to reliability
coefficients) for composites derived from aggregating forgiveness scores across scenarios, and examining congruence between forgiveness scores derived from historical offenses (discussed above) with those from fictional offenses (not described here).
By conducting variance partitioning analyses, we learn about the relative importance
of various determinants of forgiveness.

Social Relations Model: A Special Case of GT for Round-Robin Designs
A final model useful for analyzing multimodal measures of forgiveness is the social relations model (SRM; Kenny, 1994). Like GT, SRM is a variance partitioning model, with
the advantage that it incorporates ratings from both members of a dyad. SRM data must
be collected in round-robin format (each person in a group rates each other person), so
it is most useful for studying naturally occurring groups, such as friendship groups,
roommates, or families. Like GT, SRM requires specialized software (SOREMO; Kenny,
1987; download for a fee at http://users.rcn.com/dakenny/srmp.htm), which may be one
reason why it is underused in social and personality research.
To highlight the potential of SRM for studying forgiveness, we present selected
findings from a study by Hoyt, Fincham, McCullough, Maio, and Davila (in press;
Study 1) who conducted SRM analyses on data from 94 families (father, mother, and
daughter in 8th grade), each of whom reported her or his general level of forgiveness
to the other two family members.
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SRM analyses partition variance in dyadic ratings into actor, partner, relationship,
and error variance. Actor variance, which accounted for more than 50% of variance in
most dyads, reflects consistency in forgiving across relationships (i.e., forgivingness).
Partner variance reflects individual-level differences in forgivability—a construct that
has been little researched. Partner variance was significant for mothers and children
but not for fathers. Thus, whereas there was no evidence of individual differences
in forgivability among fathers, some mothers (and some children) were perceived as
more forgivable than others in the eyes of other family members. Relationship variance indicates unique forgiveness (or unforgiveness) toward a relationship partner,
controlling for the victim’s general forgivingness and the offender’s general forgivability. Relationship variance was high only for mothers’ ratings of fathers (accounting
for 75% of variance in mothers’ ratings of fathers), indicating unique adjustments in
wives’ forgivingness toward their husbands based on relational factors.
The SRM framework allows for examination of many phenomena of interest in
dyadic relationships. Reciprocity addresses whether people who are forgiving also
tend to be forgiven. SRM examines reciprocity at both the individual level (where
we found evidence of reciprocity for both mothers and children) and the dyadic level
(where we found no evidence of reciprocity, as expected based on the paucity of relationship variance). In addition to collecting data on forgiveness in multiple relationships, we also examined both victim and offender perspectives on forgiveness,
which allows for checks on congruence among scores from different data sources (i.e.,
self-reports and other-reports). Congruence correlations indicated moderate to strong
levels of self-other agreement at both individual and dyadic levels of analysis.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTION
The importance of multimodal assessment will not be surprising to practitioners. Every couples counselor is aware that relationship partners have differing perspectives
on both positive and negative relationship events, and that both perspectives are important. Questions about generalizability of measurement also bear formal similarity to questions about generalizability of treatments. For example, if I assist an adult
victim of child sexual abuse to forgive the abuser, I may believe that this process
has value in itself and that it serves as a model for how current relationships can be
repaired when trust is damaged. Yet I recognize that generalizability is inherently
limited and that forgiveness is a function of particularities of a given relationship as
well as of the skill, perceptiveness, and willingness of the forgiver.
For practitioners relying on research-supported theories or measures of forgiveness, the limitations of studies using unimodal measurement are useful to keep in
mind. Thus, when self-reported forgiveness is found to be correlated with other selfreport measures (e.g., depression, well-being), readers should be aware that these correlations reflect correlated method variance as well as trait variance, so that the true
strength of association between traits is obscured. On the other hand, when forgiving

RT9491_C008.indd 120

5/13/05 10:19:23 AM

Multimodal Measurement

121

for a single offense (e.g., a relationship conflict) is correlated with indicators of wellbeing, there is a mismatch in level of measurement between predictor and criterion
variables. Because forgiveness scores contain substantial situational and dyadic variance, they will not correlate as highly with well-being as would a trait-level forgiveness measure. Thus, the source and level of measurement are important to keep in
mind when interpreting both theoretical and applied research fi ndings.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, we reviewed the literature on construct validity, focusing on the problem of surplus meaning (or method variance), to provide a rationale for the use of multimodal measurement by forgiveness researchers. We presented two category systems
(source of data and level of measurement) that may assist researchers in selecting
multiple measures that contain common trait variance but distinct sources of method
variance. We described the benefits of aggregation across measurement methods and
presented several specialized analytic techniques to examine variations in research
findings across different measures and measurement methods. We hope that this conceptual framework will be useful to both researchers and consumers of research as
they consider how to design studies and interpret study fi ndings. We hope the analytical toolkit presented here will provide a stimulus to forgiveness researchers to move
beyond mono-operation bias in creative ways to advance both our psychometric and
substantive knowledge about forgiveness processes.
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Phillip’s birthday is coming, and he’s hoping for a new scooter, silver with red handles and a brake; it folds down so that he can carry it over his shoulder with a strap.
He keeps telling his mom, “I want this scooter.” He even showed a picture of it to his
best friend since fi rst grade, Juan. On his birthday, his mother surprised him with the
scooter. She warned, “Just don’t ride your scooter down the big hill.” Phillip took the
new scooter to show Juan. Juan thought the scooter was really cool, too. But then he
said, “I want to go faster. I’m going down the big hill.” Phillip said, “No, my mom said
not to.” But Juan did it anyway; the scooter got out of control. He jumped off, so he was
all right, but the scooter went flying and smashed into a tree, ruined.
Jameil loves roller coasters. The faster, the higher, the wilder, the better; he is never
afraid. There’s a new roller coaster at the park, called the Looney Loop; it has three
loops and no floor. You go upside down three times, with your feet dangling, and you
see everything below you. Jameil begged his dad to ride the Looney Loop together,
and Dad promised. But when he got home the night before Opening Day, Dad said,
“I’ve got some bad news. We can’t go tomorrow. I’m going to have to work all day and
Sunday, too, and I need the car, so mom can’t take you. We can go to the park in a
couple of weeks.” (Neal & Caswell, 2002)

What will happen next in these scenarios? Will Phillip blame Juan and end up not
being best friends after all their time together? Will Jameil hold a grudge against his
dad all summer long? Because people so frequently hurt each other, it is plausible that
events requiring forgiveness occur in all types of relationships, even between childhood best friends or children and parents. One person unjustly offends the other,
127
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and the other person suffers. The victim then must choose how to respond, in terms
of internal thoughts, feelings, and motivations, as well as external behaviors—to acknowledge the transgression but forgive the offender, or to refuse to forgive.
With these issues in mind, we have several goals in this chapter: (a) to outline the
importance of forgiveness and offer a working defi nition for this phenomenon that
can be used with children and their families; (b) to discuss ways in which forgiveness could be an important component of children’s socioemotional competence; (c)
to generate interest in the study of forgiveness and emotional development in children
and youth by reporting on some very new research; and (d) to generate research questions that future scholars might address.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
Why, though, might forgiveness be important? As Phillip and Jameil probably found
out, it isn’t easy to forgive someone who treats your treasured possession irresponsibly or breaks promises. In fact, other people might even consider the forgiver a “pushover.” So why bother?
Several reasons for going through what can be a difficult cognitive, affective, motivational, and often behavioral process include: (a) maintenance of close relationships, (b) lessening of violence, and (c) promotion of well-being. Forgiveness poses an
option for repairing and maintaining relationships, which serve to nurture and protect people. Childhood peer relationships are especially important; they promote cooperation, conflict management, and self-esteem (Hartup, 1996). Furthermore, youth
violence is an increasing concern in our society. An important element in these tragic
situations seems to be inability to resolve conflict, which might deescalate if forgiveness were involved; many adolescents involved in violence say they were motivated
by anger and revenge (Pfefferbaum & Wood, 1994). Forgiveness research may assist in
developing interventions to improve peer relationships and deter negative long-term
outcomes.
At the same time, psychology needs to understand not only psychopathology but
also the capacity for positive, prosocial interactions. “Psychology is not just the study
of weakness and damage, it is also the study of strength and virtue” (Seligman, 1998,
p. 1). Accordingly, it is important to note that forgiveness is psychologically beneficial
for victim and offender, influencing physical, mental, and social health (Worthington,
Berry, & Parrott, 2001). It allows anger and resentment to dissipate (Worthington &
Wade, 1999). Forgivers are more adjusted, securely attached, other-oriented, and unselfish; they also better understand the transgressor’s perspective than do unforgivers
(McCullough et al., 1998; Tangney, Boone, Fee, & Reinsmith, 1999). Studying forgiveness may allow us to understand not only factors associated with the developmental
course of aggression and distress but also pathways toward health.
But what do these issues mean for children? Children—like adults—often
get their feelings hurt when involved in confl icts with siblings, parents, or peers.
Thus, forgiveness should be as important for children as it is for adults. Once we
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are convinced that forgiveness is important, however, we are faced with a second
thorny task—defining it.

WORKING TOWARD A DEFINITION FOR FORGIVENESS
Forgiveness is a construct in search of a comprehensive defi nition (Tangney et al.,
1999). Until the crispest possible definition of forgiveness is depicted, both conceptual
and methodological problems will proliferate. We have considered many definitions
of forgiveness and found points of disagreement (Enright, Freedman, & Rique, 1998;
McCullough, 2001; North, 1987; Worthington & Wade, 1999). Some explicitly cite behavior—or at least the motivation toward prosocial behavior—as part of forgiveness.
Others emphasize the emotional transformations and/or the important motivational
changes wrought by forgiveness. Still others focus on the cognitive reasoning involved
in forgiveness decisions.
Judgments about emotional, cognitive, motivational, and behavioral elements of
forgiveness—which are inherent in and correlates of forgiveness—are crucial. We use
the following working defi nition of forgiveness:
Forgiveness is a transformation of one’s affect, cognitive judgments, and motivations
toward an offender. The victim makes an assessment of the harm done and acknowledges the perpetrator’s responsibility but voluntarily chooses to cancel the debt, giving up the need for revenge, punishments, or restitution. Importantly, one removes
oneself from the negative emotions directly related to the transgression. Over time,
there is a motivational transformation, including a reduction in negative motivations
and an increase in constructive motivations toward the perpetrator. The forgiver may
be motivated toward positive social behaviors toward the offender.

We consider the affective transformation of forgiveness to be of primary importance. Phillip could be really mad at Juan but realize, “Wow, he’s really going to be in
trouble. I hate to think of my best friend getting that much heat from his parents, my
parents, and me!” Empathy, along with the allied ability of perspective taking, are
related to forgiveness and lack of blame (Sandage, Worthington, Hight, & Berry, 2000;
Tangney et al. 1999; Worthington et al., 2000).
Shame, anger, and guilt have radically different forgiveness-related consequences.
Anger and shame are often associated with unforgiveness in victims, whereas guilt
may be seen as a precursor to some events of forgiveness. When transgressed against,
anger- and shame-prone people often resort to defensive tactics, such as ruminating or
seeking revenge, to escape the intolerable experience of shame and the force of their
anger (Tangney, 1991). For guilt-prone individuals, guilt for one’s part in the transaction, or one’s own fallibility, may accompany forgiving; the tension and regret associated with such guilt can motivate constructive changes.
Although realistic reasoning about the offender and about oneself as victim are
important parts of forgiveness, solely cognitive forgiveness may be what Enright et al.
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(1998) called pseudoforgiveness or what McCullough and Worthington (1994) referred
to as role-expected, expedient, detached, or limited forgiveness. In contrast, the “true”
forgiver’s cognitive, affective, and motivational changes toward the wrongdoer are essential. Furthermore, behaviors such as reconciliation, pardoning, excusing, and altruism should be seen as consequences of, not part of, forgiveness. Similarly, revenge
and restitution seeking can be consequences of but not part of, unforgiveness (McCullough & Worthington, 1994). Nonvindictive behavior toward the perpetrator could
occur without cancellation of the emotional debt and arise from numerous personal
and contextual attributes other than motivational change (e.g., inhibition, incomplete
understanding).
However, we do need to examine behaviors linked to the cognitive, affective, and
motivational changes wrought during forgiveness, because positive behaviors toward
the transgressor and relationship repair are key advantages of forgiveness. Decisions
concerning forgiveness are often followed by accommodation behaviors. The victim
can choose to respond in a relationship-enhancing way instead of a relationship-destructive way (Rusbult, Verette, Whitney, Slovik, & Lipkus, 1991). Because much of
children’s inner lives are played out in “outer” behavior, relations between their forgiveness and social behavior merit close scrutiny.

REVIEW OF THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
ON CHILDREN AND FORGIVENESS
The inception and developmental course of forgiveness and its behavioral aftermaths
need to be discerned. Forgiveness is likely a vital component of children’s social competence, but where do we start to study forgiveness “from the beginning?”

Developmental Perspective on Forgiveness and Children’s Emotional
and Social Competence
Clearly, any investigation of the inception and developmental course of forgiveness
must include emotional, cognitive, motivational, and behavioral elements, which allow us to examine forgiveness within a developmental perspective. Any given age
has unique emotional, cognitive, and social tasks that determine a child’s success in
development. By zeroing in on these special tasks, we can pinpoint the nature of forgiveness during childhood and how it may change.
Young Children’s Social-Emotional Developmental Tasks. Children moving into
elementary school are becoming proficient with peers. Their interactions center on
reducing negative affect and maintaining positive affect during play while resolving conflicts. They begin to understand moral rules and conventions, appreciate how
intention, motives, and apology may mitigate a transgressor’s actions, and experience
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complex emotions, such as guilt, shame, and empathy. The essentials for forgiveness
are in place. However, even though young children may learn that it is morally and
socially important to forgive, they may not understand forgiveness conceptually or do
it easily or well. They often fail in integrating social information sources, appreciating implications of social interactions, and canceling the emotional debt (Darby &
Schlenker, 1982).
Older Children’s Social-Emotional Developmental Tasks. During middle childhood,
new developments multiply and determine the need for and emergence of forgiveness.
The peer world is central to children of this age; the subtlety of social interaction grows
exponentially (Denham, von Salisch, Olfhof, Kochanoff, & Caverly, 2002). Regulation
of emotion in the service of smoother peer interaction matures, as does understanding
of others’ unique emotional viewpoints. Such complex peer interactions are complemented by increased social cognitive ability to identify, evaluate, and enact solutions
for social problems (Crick & Dodge, 1994) and more sophisticated forgiveness reasoning
(Enright, 1994). However, many children still act in ways that lead to the worst possible
fate: social rejection. Reactive and relational aggression also emerge—some children
react to provocations very unpleasantly; others use aggression to manipulate and hurt
others (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Dodge & Coie, 1987). So older children are equipped to
forgive but also may more often require forgiveness and need to forgive others.
Along with the centrality of the larger peer group, dyadic friendships become key
contexts in which lifelong social and emotional abilities may be fostered. Friendship
has been described as a close, dyadic relationship of two people with shared history
(Rose & Asher, 1999). It differs from larger peer-group relationships in that it is reciprocal, voluntary, interdependent, and acknowledged by both partners. Unlike roles in
relationships with adults, childhood friends must negotiate, compromise, and share
while remaining assertive (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 1998). Older children’s friendships also become more intimate, providing self-validation and support. The development and maintenance of mature friendships underscore older children’s forgiveness
potential. Friends are more likely than distant peers to resolve confl icts positively
(Rubin et al., 1998), and forgiveness can be part of such relationship-enhancing conflict resolution (Laursen, Hartup, & Koplas, 1996). Forgiveness-related social cognitive
abilities, such as determining offenders’ motives or intentionality and selecting prosocial goals and strategies, also are related to peer acceptance and friendship quality
(Rose & Asher, 1999).
Thus, forgiveness is crucial to satisfactory social relationships. Adult research
has shown that forgiveness more often occurs when apologies take place, victims empathize with the offender, and relationships are close and stable (McCullough et al.,
1998; Worthington & Drinkard, 2000). These forgiveness mechanisms have been postulated but not explored empirically within childhood friendships. We must examine
these children’s conflict-resolution techniques, as well as their social cognitive goals
and strategies, within a forgiveness framework.
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Research Focusing Directly on Children’s Forgiveness:
Justice-Related Reasoning
So far, the sparse body of research has focused on forgiveness in children or adolescents from a cognitive developmental perspective (e.g., Enright, Santos, & AlMabuk, 1989; Park & Enright, 1997; Subkoviak et al., 1995). Enright and colleagues
suggest that forgiveness occurs within the context of justice (i.e., when the victim
believes justice has been served) and that forgiveness reasoning parallels that for
justice. They have proposed a stage model of forgiveness development. The initial
stage depicts forgiveness as contingent on a level of revenge equal to the hurt caused
by the offender. In the second, reciprocal forgiveness stage, one will forgive if the
offender makes restitution for the offense or if forgiving will relieve guilt. The third
stage of forgiveness emphasizes the expectations of others. In the fourth stage of
forgiveness, society’s expectations and religion are paramount influences. Individuals at the fi fth stage reason in ways that maintain social unity. In the fi nal stage,
forgiveness is an unconditional gift given in love by the victim. The victim sees the
transgressor as worthy of forgiveness merely because he or she is a person and not
because of regret or restitution for the offense.
After testing fourth, seventh, and tenth graders, college students, and adults
with moral dilemmas, Enright et al. (1989) concluded that the understanding of
forgiveness is related to age. Only a very few adults demonstrated the highest level
of reasoning. Most adult descriptions of forgiveness centered on religious or lawful
expectations. Adolescent forgiveness was strongly influenced by peers. For most
children, forgiveness depended on reversing negative consequences. Enright et al.’s
(1989) work warrants some criticism. First, the dilemmas involve adults in adult
situations, which children may not comprehend. Second, the theory does not allow
for the influence of modeled behaviors. Third, advancement through the stages requires logical, abstract thought.
Children no doubt make cognitive decisions whenever they need to forgive or be
forgiven; such decisions may, however, require more practical reasoning and intuition
than formal reasoning. Moreover, Enright’s model does not allow for differentiating
among transgressions. We would expect that children’s attributions about varying
dimensions of transgressions would impact their perceptions about the likelihood
of forgiveness. For example, Darby and Schlenker (1982) found that older children
accept increasingly elaborate apologies. They also found that children considered intention, motive, and apology in determining the fate of the offender. In fact, even
preschoolers can make mature moral judgments concerning the severity of transgressions. Smetana, Schlagman, and Adams (1993) found that 3- and 4-year-olds rated
moral transgressions as more offensive than social ones. If even young children have a
better understanding of intentionally and the severity of moral errors than previously
recognized, they are also likely to have a better understanding of forgiveness than
previous research has indicated.
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Research Emanating From Our Working Definition
In programs of research on children’s forgiveness at George Mason and Seattle Pacific Universities, we are examining such cognitive attributions that may contribute
to children’s decisions to forgive. Equally or more important are the links between
children’s forgiveness and empathy and prosocial motivations and behaviors (Scobie
& Scobie, 2000; Worthington, in press); so we are focusing on emotions—children’s
empathy in response to characters’ distress in children’s movies; anger-, guilt-, and
shame-proneness; and expectations of the victim’s negative affect following offenses.
We wish to see whether empathy, along with anger-, guilt-, and shame-proneness, play
the same roles in children’s forgiveness as in adults’.
To meet these goals, we needed a measure of children’s forgiveness. Our goal was
to create parallel scenario-based measures for children and parents, following our
working definition of forgiveness and including cognitive, motivational, and emotional aspects (Denham, Neal, Hamada, & Keyser, 2002). We fi rst examined the Multidimensional Forgiveness Inventory (MFI) as a model for the tools we wished to create
(Tangney et al., 1999).
Prior to measure construction, we interviewed parents, teachers, and children
about situations calling for forgiveness in families and children’s peer groups. Armed
with this information, we created parallel scenarios appropriate for child-peer interactions and adult-adult interactions. The scenario-based questionnaire format allows us to assess forgiveness with fidelity via (a) developmentally appropriate and
phenomenological scenarios, (b) specific aspects of the process, and (c) minimization
of social desirability and error variance. The fi nal dimensions in the Children’s and
Parents’ Forgiveness Inventories (CFI and PFI) include cognitive dimensions (act severity, receiving punishment) and motivational/behavioral dimensions (e.g., the likelihood of forgiveness under certain circumstances—when the act was purposeful or
an accident, when the transgressor felt bad, apologized, made an excuse, or said nothing—and the length of time before forgiveness takes place). The CFI also includes affective dimensions of how hurt, angry, and sad the victim would be (parents’ reports
on affect came from Tangney’s MFI).
Each questionnaire consists of four scenarios naming the child as victim from
whom another should seek forgiveness and four scenarios naming a perpetrator, who
must seek forgiveness from the child (see Figure 9.1). Analyses of responses from 7- to
12-year-olds and their parents prove the measures highly reliable for children, mothers, and fathers (Mincic, Kalb, Bassett, & Denham, 2004). Pickering and Wilson (2003)
have uncovered methodological and theoretical issues in using CFI with fi rst graders.
Children this young did not clearly understand the term forgive but did understand
forgiveness in behavioral terms of accidents and apologies.
Early findings with the CFI show that overall propensity to forgive does not vary
across age categories (Neal, Bassett, & Denham, 2004). Age may be related to increasingly abstract reasoning about forgiveness and confl ict resolution, but it is not a strong
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FIGURE 9.1.

CFI Item: Your best friend stole your project idea and got an “A” on it.

predictor of forgiveness motivation (see also Park & Enright, 1997). Means for the propensity to forgive or to expect forgiveness did differ across contexts (with items for
self and other as transgressors aggregated). Specifically, forgiveness decisions differed according to offender behavior, perceived intent, and posttransgression affect.
Children considered forgiveness most likely when the offense was accidental or when
the offender apologized or felt really bad. Saying nothing, offending on purpose, or
making excuses demonstrates lack of repentance or sincerity; children predicted forgiveness would be less likely in such contexts (Neal, Bassett, & Denham, 2004).
When a transgressor feels really bad, a child’s beliefs about an offender’s feelings
may be the result of empathy, fueled by guilt after one’s own transgressions. The child
expects transgressors to have similar discomfort or for victims to empathize with the
transgressor’s situation. Though replication is needed, results so far support those
with adults: fi rst graders’ empathy and forgiveness are related (Wilson, 2004). Analyses of children’s empathic responses to and knowledge of movie characters’ emotions
are ongoing. Although both relate to peer evaluations of prosocial behavior, we await
more finely grained analyses including forgiveness.
Considering “made an excuse” and “did it on purpose” responses together, children are less forgiving when offenses are committed with a lack of concern or with
cruel intentions. Children were particularly judgmental about the “made an excuse”
response. Excuses may be seen as insincere statements that get the offender “off the
hook,” as opposed to more empathy-evoking reasons. Again, children’s evaluations
point to moral reasoning based on intentionality and motivation.
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The frequency of these less forgiving responses when an offense occurred “on
purpose” was related to the children’s emotions, again consistent with adult research.
For example, shame- and anger-prone children reported a lower likelihood of forgiveness in this context (Denham, Neal, & Bassett, 2004; Neal, Bassett, & Denham, 2004).
If the perpetrator made an excuse, children high on anger intensity also reported less
likely forgiveness. Highly shame- and anger-prone children reported that it would
take them longer to forgive than it would other children. In contrast, guilt-proneness
was related to children’s likelihood of forgiveness when the action was accidental.
We have begun to examine how forgiveness relates to children’s social competence. CFI reports of forgiving accidents and apologetic transgressors are predictive of
fi rst graders’ social competence (Pickering & Wilson, 2003). Forgiveness, peer status,
and prosocial behavior are positively related, and forgiveness is negatively related to
aggression and grudge holding (Pickering & Wilson, 2004). Denham and colleagues
also are collecting reports of social competence, friendship quality, and conversations
about transgressions between friends.
Pickering and Wilson (2003) considered the motivational side of forgiveness
important to explore, because social motivations have been successfully measured
in adults as a measure of forgiveness (McCullough et al., 1998) and in children in
terms of revenge/aggression and prosocial social goals (Erdley & Asher, 1996). Such
goals are correlated with children’s social behavior, as well as number and quality of
friendships (Erdley & Asher, 1996; Rose & Asher, 1999). Wilson and Pickering modified the CFI, asking children whether their goals after each scenario would be to enact revenge/aggression, avoid the matter, or talk things over and make things better.
They also asked children to describe how they dealt with a friend disappointing or
angering them, over time. Children endorsing revenge/aggressive goals or avoidance
were less well liked by peers and seen as more aggressive (Pickering & Wilson, 2004).
Children who had prosocial goals regarding a friend’s transgressions were less likely
to be seen as aggressive. Those who held grudges over time were the most aggressive;
most children showed forbearing or forgiving stances. Assessing children’s detailed
motivations is a useful window on forgiveness.
Finally, children can be classified according to patterns of forgiveness in a personrather than a variable-centered manner. For example, Bassett (2004) found groups that
could be termed forgivers, nonforgivers, and discerning forgivers (i.e., less forgiving
when the transgression was on purpose or the perpetrator said nothing but not different from other groups on forgiving when the act was an accident or the perpetrator felt
bad or apologized). She found the discerning forgivers to be more fearful than either
other group but less impulsive than nonforgivers. Finally, this study showed anger
more via talking badly about others than did the forgiving group. It will be interesting
to continue these person-centered analyses with larger samples.
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Socialization and Children’s Forgiveness
Thus, although data collection and analyses continue, researchers are beginning to
isolate important aspects of children’s forgiveness and their correlates in social behavior and emotion. If children are learning to forgive, where are they learning this
vital quality? Parental socialization is a best bet, laying the foundation for a substrate
of empathy, lessened anger and shame, appropriate guilt, needs-oriented forgiveness
reasoning, and motivational and behavioral aspects of forgiveness. Parents in our
study provide information on their forgiveness, proneness to anger, shame, and guilt,
and empathy/perspective taking, along with ratings of conflict with spouses, religiosity, and parenting styles and practices. Children give opinions of parents’ childrearing practices and conflict. In mothers but not fathers, forgiveness is correlated with
children’s forgiveness (Denham et al., 2004). Parent-child conversations about times
when each offended the other also are being collected; these conversations are awaiting coding but appear to be rich sources of parents’ and children’s possibly bidirectional effect on each other’s forgiveness.
Mothers’ self-reported anger, especially self-aggression and fractious intentions
when angry, were negatively associated with aspects of children’s forgiveness (i.e.,
when the transgressor transgressed on purpose, gave an excuse, or felt bad); empathy
in a fantasy situation was related to children’s forgiveness (Denham et al., 2004). In
contrast, fathers’ lack of empathy (in either realistic or fantasy situations) and seething anger or outer-directed aggression when angry were positively associated with
dimensions of their children’s forgiveness. These counterintuitive fi ndings with fathers make one wonder whether children are reacting to fathers’ angry, nonempathic
stances as they are modeling their mothers’ forgiveness. Parental guilt- and shameproneness so far make few contributions to children’s CFI ratings.
Interparental conflict and its resolution may be important fodder for the development of forgiveness (Getman, 2004; Grych & Fincham, 1993). Generally, positive
resolution to conflict is seen as important for child outcomes (Cummings, Simpson,
& Wilson, 1993; Denham & Grout, 1992; see also Ohbuchi & Sato, 1994, on the value
of apologies to children). In our work, however, children were more likely to forgive
on a number of dimensions if they also reported feeling that they were triangulated
within their parents’ conflicts. Perhaps self-involvement may lead children to be more
forgiving because they learn more resolution strategies within parents’ conflicts. Alternatively, children may feel so bad in triangulated situations that they learn to avoid
conflict by forgiving, even when others make excuses. Furthermore, children tended
to forgive when the transgression was an accident or an apology was made and when
parent-reported conflict was more frequent; perhaps these children were exposed to
more resolutions accompanied by forgiveness strategies. In contrast, less constructive modes of conflict, such as physical aggression reported by mothers or fathers and
avoidance or stonewalling by fathers, were related to children’s lower forgiveness ratings. Finally, relations among parents’ reports of confl ict and PFI scores suggested an
indirect effect—mothers who reported more cooperative confl ict strategies had higher
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PFI scores, whereas fathers’ more frequent resolutions were positively associated and
their avoidance strategies negatively associated with PFI scores.
Parents’ childrearing practices and their children’s evaluations of these same
practices may contribute directly and in interaction to children’s notions of forgiveness. Mincic et al. (2004) found that mothers who reported more negative parenting
practices had children with lower propensities to forgive. In contrast, both mothers’
and children’s perceptions of positive childrearing practices were positively related
to children’s forgiveness. Over and above the direct contributions of mothers’ and
children’s perceptions of childrearing practices, children who perceived their mothers’ parenting practices less positively were particularly unforgiving overall when
their mothers reported their own parenting practices as less positive, and children
were most likely to forgive a perpetrator who felt bad when they perceived their mothers to use more positive parenting practices and mothers perceived their own parenting practices as less negative. Children’s and mothers’ perceptual agreements may
facilitate a positive emotional environment, which could promote forgiveness in children. These results, although they bear replication, offer an interesting glimpse into
parents’ and children’s behaviors, perceptions, and beliefs that may interact in the
inception of forgiveness.
Parents’ religion also should at least indirectly relate to children’s forgiveness,
given that forgiveness is given varying emphases in many major religions. Wyatt, Bassett, and Denham (2004) have found that existential aspects of religious experience
are positively and extrinsic aspects negatively related to children’s forgiveness. We
hope to expand this inquiry greatly.
Our last suggestive area involving parents’ promotion of forgiveness involves attachment. Paleari, Regalia, and Fincham (2003) found that adolescents’ willingness
to forgive parents was directly predicted by their benign responsibility attributions
about their parents, their negative affective reactions, and their emotional empathy,
and was indirectly predicted, via these constructs, by children’s positive relationships with their parents. It is easy to imagine that feeling that one can fi nd distress
relief from an attachment figure and enjoy being near him or her—the essence of attachment—should at least indirectly support the development of forgiveness. In Denham’s as-yet-unpublished research, we are assessing children’s attachment via their
family drawings; coding is ongoing.

New Research Directions Needed in the Area
The investigation of forgiveness as it relates to children’s emotions, cognitions, motivations, behaviors, social relationships, and personal well-being is at an exciting
point of embarkation. We have numerous questions to ask about the inception of developmental progression of children’s forgiveness and its socialization, and we are
eager to begin this effort.
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• Is there individual continuity in forgiveness?
• Can we assume that socialization mechanisms are similar to those for other social behaviors (i.e., modeling, induction/reactions, open discussion of forgiveness)? What are the frequencies of these mechanisms? Do they differ with age?
Might second grader Jameil (see initial vignettes) have different discussions about
forgiveness with his parents than sixth grader Phillip?
• Can we assess the “forgiveness climate” in families rather than in individuals?
For example, do Phillip and Jameil’s families differ on such a dimension?
• To what degree do parents use forgiveness discussions during confl ict resolution within different relationships (e.g., parent–child, spouse–spouse)? What if
Jameil’s parents got into a big fight about going to the amusement park? What
would Jameil learn about forgiveness?
• How do children display forgiveness behaviors toward peers, toward parents, and
toward self? How did Jameil end up feeling and acting toward his father?
• What is the role of extended family? Did Phillip get some sage advice from his
grandmother?
• What forgiveness do siblings display toward each other in their relationships and
conflicts? Maybe Jameil’s sister helped him understand how exhausted Dad was
and how he meant well.
• What about peers? Did another friend help Phillip process his righteous anger at
Juan?
• How are religion, denomination, and church involvement related to children’s
forgiveness?
• Do teachers ever discuss forgiveness with children beyond stating, “Say you’re
sorry”?
• How often is forgiveness modeled in the media (e.g., TV shows, movies, kids’
shows)?
• Do children learn more about forgiveness when the ecosystems in which they live
are consistent in promoting it (e.g., both family and church promoting forgiveness
similarly)?
• What are cultural differences in children’s forgiveness?
• What do children believe forgiveness is? Young children may defi ne forgiveness
via reconciliatory behaviors; their notions, although not fully mature, deserve examination (Neal & Caswell, 2002; cf. Pickering & Wilson, 2004). Scobie and Scobie
(2003) have found no difference in school children’s and adults’ understanding
of forgiveness; either it is present earlier than predicted or, as a relational mechanism, it is common to children and adults. Denham’s as-yet-unpublished data also
suggest no differences between children and parents on any CFI/PFI dimensions
except that parents feel less hurt and angry after transgressions. Maybe Phillip’s
father is less angry, but both he and Phillip may consider Juan’s attitude as unworthy of forgiveness.
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Relevance for Clinical and Applied Interventions
The theoretical stance and burgeoning research outlined here have the potential to
spawn many useful applications. For example, parents and parent educators could
benefit from evidence on childhood forgiveness to tailor parenting practices and programs that would maximize children’s interpersonal and intrapersonal health. Child
clinicians could make use of forgiveness research in developing individual and group
prevention and intervention programs that could help children improve their peer
relationships and deter negative long-term outcomes. Finally, public policy experts
could use evidence of the positive outcomes of forgiveness in recommendations for
curricula and other child-related regulations.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES
Given our theoretical stance and reviewing promising research on childhood forgiveness, we agree with Worthington’s (in press) theoretical assumptions about its development. We must come to understand the roots of children’s decisional and emotional
forgiveness (i.e., deciding to not seek revenge or avoid the transgressor vs. emotional
replacement of negative, unforgiving emotions)—how these aspects of forgiveness
emerge in development, what factors promote them, and how parents and teachers
facilitate them. We need to explore not only cognitive underpinnings of forgiveness
but also those related to temperament, attachment, emotion regulation and coping,
parental emotion coaching, and the religious/spiritual environment of the home. Our
theory of forgiveness can only become richer through these efforts.

CONCLUSION
We hope that other investigators will join us in studying cognitive, affective, and motivational elements of forgiveness and behavioral sequelae in children. Given the importance of peer and parent–child relationships, it would seem that knowing the answers
to some of the questions noted above could be pivotal in interventions to lessen peer
difficulties and in family therapy. Much work needs to be done before we can reach
evidence-based applications of forgiveness for children, but we must start now.
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Conceptual Issues and
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M

ost theory and research on forgiveness focuses on people’s capacity or willingness to forgive others. Forgiveness, however, is a complex process that
involves both interpersonal and intrapersonal dimensions. Based on extensive clinical experience, Enright and the Human Development Study Group (1996)
proposed a “forgiveness triad” to capture the multiple layers of forgiveness in human
experience. In addition to the capacity to forgive others, Enright et al. (1996) also
called attention to the importance of receiving forgiveness and forgiving the self.

CONCEPTUALIZING SELF-FORGIVENESS
Much of our previous research has focused on shame and guilt, so it is perhaps not surprising that we would take a special interest in the concept of self-forgiveness. Shame
and guilt are two painful “self-conscious” emotions that people experience when they
have failed or transgressed—that is, when they are in the perpetrator, not the victim
role. The human capacity for these “moral emotions” is both a blessing and a curse. Feelings of shame and guilt serve as a moral barometer, alerting us when we have violated
important personal, societal, and moral standards. These feelings and the anticipation
of these feelings often inhibit us from yielding to temptation. They can also motivate us
in constructive directions that are healthy for both the self and others.
However, there are costs. Clinicians and clergy see the worst of it—people wrestling with debilitating, chronic feelings of shame and guilt that interfere with the
quality of life and important relationships. For example, in mental health settings,
clinicians often encounter clients who appear debilitated by unresolved feelings of
143
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shame, guilt, and remorse—distressing feelings that are very often out of proportion
to the severity of transgression. It has been suggested that in such cases, successful
treatment involves helping the client process his or her deep feelings of guilt and remorse, then to resolve those feelings constructively by, for example, reparation and
self-forgiveness. Thus, there may be an intimate link between self-forgiveness and the
resolution of feelings of shame and guilt.
To date, theory and research on moral emotions and self-forgiveness have proceeded largely independent from one another. Most psychologists have discussed the
nature of self-forgiveness within the context of interpersonal forgiveness theory, drawing clear parallels between forgiveness of the self and forgiveness of others. Enright
(1996) defined self-forgiveness as “a willingness to abandon self-resentment in the face
of one’s own acknowledged objective wrong, while fostering compassion, generosity,
and love toward oneself” (p. 115). Hall and Fincham (in press) defi ned self-forgiveness
as “a set of motivational changes whereby one becomes decreasingly motivated to
avoid stimuli associated with the offense, decreasingly motivated to retaliate against
the self (e.g., punish the self, engage in self-destructive behaviors etc.), and increasingly motivated to act benevolently towards the self” (p. 4). DeShea and Wahkinney
(2003) defined self-forgiveness as “a process of releasing resentment toward oneself for
a perceived transgression or wrongdoing.”
In a recent integrative review, Hall and Fincham (in press) further delineated the
parallels between forgiveness of the self and forgiveness of others. Both are processes
that unfold over time. Both involve an objective wrong. In both cases, forgiveness is
freely given (i.e., self-forgiveness is not a requirement or entitlement). Both self-forgiveness and forgiveness of others are distinct from condoning, excusing, or forgetting a transgression.
Nonetheless, the two types of forgiveness differ in some important respects (Hall
& Fincham, in press). First, Hall and Fincham observe that whereas forgiveness of
others is by definition unconditional (true interpersonal forgiveness does not hinge
on the perpetrator’s future behavior), self-forgiveness may be granted on the condition that one makes reparation or on the condition that one changes one’s behavior in
the future. Second, interpersonal forgiveness does not require reconciliation with the
perpetrator. Forgiveness is an intrapersonal process that may or may not be accompanied by reconciliation at the interpersonal level. In contrast, reconciliation with the
self is a necessary component of self-forgiveness. Third, Hall and Fincham speculate
that the consequences of not forgiving the self may be more severe than the consequences of not forgiving another. One can avoid an unforgiven perpetrator, but one
cannot escape an unforgiven self.
Finally, in discussing the nature of self-forgiveness, psychologists emphasize the
importance of distinguishing between “true” self-forgiveness and “pseudo,” or false
self-forgiveness (Baumeister, Exline, & Sommer, 1998; Hall & Fincham, in press). A
requirement for true self-forgiveness is that the offender acknowledge the wrongdoing and accept responsibility. In pseudo-self-forgiveness, the offender essentially lets
himself or herself off the hook—the offense and its consequences are brushed off,
minimized, excused, and/or blamed on others. Hall and Fincham (in press) further
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add the explicit requirement that significant angst be experienced as a result of the acceptance of responsibility. “The realization of wrongdoing and acceptance of responsibility generally initiate feelings of guilt and regret, which must be fully experienced
before one can move towards self-forgiveness. Attempts to forgive oneself without
cognitively and emotionally processing the transgression and its consequences are
likely to lead to denial, suppression, or pseudo-forgiveness. . . . True self-forgiveness
is often a long and arduous process that requires much self-examination and may be
very uncomfortable” (p. 10). In short, nontrivial pangs of conscience (some combination of shame, guilt, regret, and perhaps embarrassment) are necessary for true selfforgiveness to occur. Pseudo self-forgiveness may appear to result in a similar end
state (being at peace with oneself), but it is essentially gained by a moral, cognitive,
and affective shortcut—bypassing acceptance of responsibility, acknowledgement of
harmful consequences, and negative self-conscious emotions. What is not clear in this
nascent literature is how much self-conscious anguish needs to be experienced in order to have adequately processed and achieved self-forgiveness, the real thing.
Owing to the nature of their work, clinicians see the most extreme cases of problems with self-forgiveness. However, ordinary people in the course of daily life routinely stumble and fail. Almost everyone (with perhaps the exception of psychopathic
individuals) at times faces the dilemma of an estranged, denounced self and the need
to move toward self-forgiveness. In our research, we have been interested in the psychological and social implications of self-forgiveness in the normal range—that is, for
people in general, not in a clinical population. A key question addressed by our research concerns the links between self-forgiveness and the capacity for moral emotions.
A second, more general question is whether the capacity to forgive the self is a psychological strength, much as the capacity to forgive others is a psychological strength and
virtue. Is self-forgiveness an element one might want to include in character education
curricula? Is it a capacity parents might want to encourage in their children?

ASSESSING SELF-FORGIVENESS
Very little research has examined the psychological and social correlates of self-forgiveness, in part because of the heavy emphasis in the literature on forgiveness of
others and in part because there simply aren’t many measures available to assess this
construct. Mauger et al. (1992) blazed the trail with the development of their dispositional Forgiveness of Self scale. Mauger et al.’s measure, however, includes items
that clearly fall outside the construct of self-forgiveness (e.g., “I often get into trouble
for not being careful to follow the rules”). More recently, Wahkinney (2001; see also
DeShea & Wahkinney, 2003) developed a situation-specific measure of self-forgiveness, much along the lines of Enright’s Forgiveness Inventory. Here the focus of assessment is not on people’s general capacity to forgive the self across time and situations
but rather on a person’s level of self-forgiveness with respect to a particular offense,
whether or not they are more generally inclined or able to forgive the self.
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Our interest is in trait self-forgiveness—people’s general propensity to forgive (or
not forgive) the self for failures and transgressions that cause harm to others, to the
self (see Hall & Fincham, in press), or both. To assess individual differences in the
propensity to forgive the self across situations, we developed the Multidimensional
Forgiveness Inventory (MFI; Tangney, Boone, Fee, & Reinsmith, 1999), which assesses
(a) a propensity to forgive others (FO), (b) a propensity to ask for forgiveness from
others (AF), and (c) a propensity for self-forgiveness (FS). The structure of the MFI is
similar to our scenario-based Test of Self Conscious Affect (TOSCA; Tangney, Wagner,
& Gramzow, 1989) assessing proneness to shame and guilt, and our Anger Response
Inventories (ARIs; Tangney, Wagner, Marschall, & Gramzow, 1991) assessing characteristic ways of responding to and managing anger. Respondents are presented with
a series of common, everyday situations involving transgressions (some with the respondent as victim and others with the respondent as perpetrator). Each victim situation is followed by questions assessing likelihood of forgiving the perpetrator (FO)
and an estimate of how long it would take to forgive. We also include items assessing
how hurt and angry the respondent-victim would be. These are intended to engage respondents while providing an index of the likely impact of each event on the respondent. Each perpetrator situation is followed by questions assessing the respondent’s
likelihood of seeking or asking for forgiveness (AF), his or her propensity to forgive
the self (FS), as well as the likelihood of externalizing blame and blaming the self.
Results from two studies, one with multiple respondents (index participants
plus parents and friends of index participants), indicate that the MFI reliably assesses three distinct dimensions of forgiveness. Both internal consistency estimates
and test-retest correlations over a 1- to 3-week period provide strong support for the
MFI. For example, internal consistency of the MFI self-forgiveness scale across five
samples ranged from .76 to .86. Test-retest reliability over a 1- to 3-week period was
.70. Moreover, the scenario-based format of the MFI appears to have circumvented
social desirability biases. The average correlation of measures of social desirability
with Forgiveness of Others and Self-Forgiveness scales were .15 and –.17, respectively
(Tangney & Boone, 2004).

SELF-FORGIVENESS: EMPIRICAL FINDINGS
We examined the psychological and social correlates of self-forgiveness in two independent studies using the MFI. Participants in Study 1 were 285 undergraduate
students attending a large state university. Participants in Study 2 were 268 undergraduate students (index participants), 264 friends of the participants (also largely
undergraduates), and 85 mothers and 68 fathers of the index participants.

RT9491_C010.indd 146

5/13/05 10:22:54 AM

Forgiving the Self

147

Self-Forgiveness and the Moral Emotions
Of particular interest is the relationship of self-forgiveness to individual differences
in proneness to shame and proneness to guilt. The terms shame and guilt are often
used interchangeably, but a large body of research now indicates that these are distinct emotions with very different implications for subsequent moral and interpersonal behavior (Lewis, 1971; Lindsay-Hartz, de Rivera, & Mascolo, 1995; Tangney, 1990b,
1992, Tangney & Dearing, 2002).
To summarize briefly, feelings of shame involve a painful focus on the self—the
humiliating sense that “I am a bad person.” Such shameful humiliation is typically
accompanied by a sense of shrinking, of being small, and feelings of worthlessness
and powerlessness. Ironically, research has shown that such painful and debilitating
feelings of shame do not motivate constructive changes in behavior. Instead, people
in the midst of a shame experience often resort to defensive tactics, seeking to hide
or escape the shameful feeling, denying responsibility, and even shifting the blame
outside, holding others responsible for their dilemma. In contrast, guilt involves a focus on a specific behavior—the sense that “I did a bad thing” rather than “I am a bad
person.” Feelings of guilt involve a sense of tension, remorse, and regret over the bad
thing done, which typically motivates reparative action (confessing, apologizing, or
somehow repairing the damage done).
Enright and colleagues (1996) suggested that “true self-forgiveness . . . originates
from a position of guilt, remorse, and shame” (p. 117). Recent research, making a distinction between shame and guilt, however, suggests that these moral emotions should
have very different implications for self-forgiveness. People who are prone to feelings
of guilt (about a specific behavior) may indeed be well placed to seek and receive
forgiveness from others and to forgive themselves—in part because a bad behavior
is much easier to change than a bad self. However, people prone to feelings of shame
(about the entire self) are very likely to have difficulties in these areas. In shame, the
task of self-forgiveness is much more daunting. It is the self at issue. On the other
hand, it has been observed that shamed individuals are no less likely to repeat their
transgressions and often are more so, and they are no more likely to attempt reparation and often are less so (Tangney & Dearing, 2002). Rather, because shame is so intolerable, the shamed individual is inclined to respond defensively—even aggressively
(Tangney, 1990a; Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Tangney, Wagner, Barlow, Marschall, &
Gramzow, 1996; Tangney, Wagner & Gramzow, 1992). Shame has been associated with
a tendency to deny responsibility and externalize blame, holding others responsible
for failures and transgressions. Not infrequently, shamed individuals become irrationally angry with others. They sometimes resort to overtly aggressive and destructive
actions. Thus, the propensity to experience shame may be associated with difficulties
in forgiving the self. However one also can imagine an inclination toward something
akin to pseudo-forgiveness, given shame-prone individuals’ propensity to defensively
deny, rationalize, and externalize blame.
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Results from two independent studies, one with multiple respondent groups, indicate that people who readily forgive themselves are somewhat less prone to both
shame and guilt, relative to their peers. The fi ndings did not consistently replicate
across the various subsamples of respondents in Study 2. In some cases, the correlations were substantial, negative, and statistically significant; in other cases, the
relationship was negligible. But in no case was there a significant positive correlation between self-forgiveness and the propensity to experience the moral emotions of
shame or guilt.
Empathy is also relevant in situations where one harms others (as opposed to
being the harmed victim). On one hand, empathic resonance with the distress of a
harmed victim might intensify feelings of shame and guilt, making such feelings
more difficult to resolve. On the other hand, it has been suggested that the capacity
for other-oriented empathy might enhance the capacity for self-forgiveness because a
shamed or guilty offender may be able to direct some of that empathy and understanding to the self, thereby facilitating self-forgiveness.
As it turns out, in both studies, other-oriented perspective taking was negligibly
related to the propensity to forgive the self. Self-forgiveness, however, was inversely correlated with both empathic concern and personal distress scales from Davis’s
(1983) Interpersonal Reactivity Index. Individuals who are inclined to forgive themselves seem relatively immune to the distress of others.
Taken together, the profile of moral emotional dispositions associated with the
MFI self-forgiveness scale raise the possibility that this measure taps pseudo-self-forgiveness, not necessarily the true self-forgiveness that involves a complex sequence
of cognitive and affective events—acknowledgement of wrongdoing, acceptance of
responsibility, recognition of negative consequences, attendant experiences of otheroriented empathic concern, consequent experiences of guilt and/or shame, and an
ultimate reconciliation with and forgiveness of a truly regretful self.

Other Characteristics of the Self-Forgiving Individual
Characteristics of the Self. Self-forgiveness necessarily involves forgiving misdeeds,
failures, or transgressions—in a word, shortcomings in oneself or one’s behavior. Thus,
our readiness to forgive may hinge on the degree to which we hold ourselves to unrealistically high standards of perfection. One can imagine the difficulties with selfforgiveness faced by a relatively perfectionistic person. Similarly, “socially oriented”
perfectionism (the perception that important others expect perfection, as described
by Hewitt & Flett, 1993), fear of shame and/or negative evaluation, global self-esteem,
and other self-evaluative personality dimensions should be relevant to one’s propensity to forgive the self.
Our results indicate that people who are inclined to forgive themselves are less
troubled by the self-evaluative concerns that color most people’s lives. Self-forgiveness was negatively correlated with fear of negative evaluation, fear of shame, and
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socially prescribed perfectionism. In addition, both level and stability of self-esteem
were positively related to self-forgiveness in Study 1. Narcissism had even more substantial implications for forgiveness of self. Self-forgiveness was positively associated with
narcissism across both studies. Narcissistic individuals may be slow to forgive others, but
when they themselves transgress, they quickly forgive themselves and move on.
When the Shoe Is on the Other Foot. We also examined the feelings, attitudes, and behaviors of self-forgiving individuals when the shoe is on the other foot—when they are
the victims of someone else’s transgression. In response to the MFI victim scenarios, the
propensity to forgive others was positively correlated with self-forgiveness. However,
a different pattern of results was observed when considering the ARI, which assesses
people’s characteristic responses when angered by others. Results indicate that people
who easily forgive the self tend to be harsher in response to others’ transgressions. For
example, self-forgiveness was positively correlated (statistically significant in at least
one study, with an analogous trend in the other) with direct physical and verbal aggression, indirect harm, and displaced physical aggression. Self-forgiveness was negatively
correlated with self-aggression, the two adaptive anger management scales (rational
discussion and corrective action), and most consistently with cognitive reappraisals of
both the self and target roles. In short, people who forgive themselves easily when they
harm others are the very same people who are least open-minded when they are the
victims of others’ misdeeds. Self-forgiveness in perpetrator scenarios was negatively
correlated with the propensity to rethink one’s own role or a partner’s role in anger scenarios (where the respondent is presumably the victim).
Quality of Relationships. The propensity to forgive the self was relatively independent of a variety of relationship-relevant dimensions, including attachment style and
loneliness. There was some indication that people prone to jealousy are less inclined
to self-forgive, compared with their less jealous peers. Considering respondents’ reports of their actual romantic relationships, no significant correlations were observed
beyond what one would expect by chance. Thus, it remains to be seen whether our
observed positive link between number of sex partners and self-forgiveness replicates
in future studies.
Big Five. We also examined the relationship of self-forgiveness to the Big Five personality characteristics (openness, extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness,
and neuroticism) and to a measure of self-control. The propensity to forgive the self
was largely independent of personality factors, apart from a negative correlation with
agreeableness (see chapter 11 by Mullet, Neto, and Rivière for a review of research on
personality factors and forgiveness of self). In addition, self-forgiveness was negatively correlated with the Brief Self-Control Scale (Tangney, Baumeister, & Boone, 2004).
Psychological Adjustment. What are the implications of self-forgiveness for our
psychological adjustment and well-being? Here, an intriguing pattern of results was
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observed. Across two independent studies, self-forgiveness was positively related to
an antisocial personality pattern. Further, in at least one of the two samples, self-forgiveness was associated with drug and alcohol dependence; manic bipolar symptoms;
and histrionic, narcissistic, and aggressive personality patterns. It is worth noting
that people who readily forgive themselves are not generally more vulnerable to psychological symptoms. In fact, self-forgiveness was associated with a general sense
of psychological well-being and an absence of psychological symptoms in such key
areas as depression and thought problems.1
Religion and Gender. To what degree does religion play a role in people’s willingness to forgive the self? In our studies, we focused on Buddhist, Muslim, Protestant,
and Catholic groups—groups that were sufficiently represented in the samples. We
conducted analyses of variance across five subsamples—participants in Study 1 and
the index participants, friends, mothers, and fathers in Study 2. In general, forgiveness
dimensions varied surprisingly little as a function of religious affiliation. In Study 1,
people’s propensity to forgive the self varied significantly across religious groups.
Post-hoc Newman-Keuls tests indicated that, on average, Protestants reported being
more self-forgiving than Muslim and Buddhist respondents. However, no significant
differences were observed among the multiple groups of informants in Study 2.
If self-forgiveness does not vary substantially as a function of religious doctrine,
does the quality of one’s religious involvement relate to forgiveness? Our results indicate that self-forgiveness is unrelated to respondents’ degree of religious involvement
and their religious orientation (i.e., intrinsic vs. extrinsic reasons for being religiously
involved).
Similarly, there were few gender differences in self-forgiveness across the subsamples. In Study 2, male index participants reported a higher propensity to forgive
the self than did female index participants, but this gender difference did not replicate in the other Study 2 subsamples or in Study 1.

Psychological Portrait of the Self-Forgiving Individual
People with a dispositional tendency to forgive themselves appear to be rather selfcentered, insensitive, narcissistic individuals, who come up short in the moral emotional domain, showing lower levels of shame, guilt, and empathic responsiveness.
Relatively “shameless,” they feel little remorse for their transgressions, little empathy
for their victims, and little concern about what others think of them. Although quick
to forgive themselves, when angered, they’re harsh in response to others’ transgressions. For example, when provoked to anger, they are inclined to become aggressive,
have difficulty seeing things from the other person’s point of view, and disinclined to
take constructive action.
These characteristics of self-forgiving individuals may cause distress to those around
them, but self-forgivers are themselves unfazed. Regarding individual adjustment, the
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propensity to forgive the self was positively correlated with self-reports of psychological well-being and negatively correlated with internal psychological distress. The
only clinical problems associated with self-forgiveness were those related to a lack of
self-control (e.g., drug and alcohol abuse, chronic antisocial behavior). In short, selfforgivers may act bad, but they don’t feel bad.

RECONCEPTUALIZING SELF-FORGIVENESS
AND ITS MEASUREMENT
Given these results, it is clear that the MFI self-forgiveness scale does not necessarily
capture a person’s propensity to experience genuine feelings of remorse and then to
resolve those feelings constructively. Rather, it appears that the self-forgiveness scale
reflects a propensity to let oneself easily off the hook. Self-forgivers may easily forgive
the self precisely because they fail to feel a sense of responsibility, remorse, and regret
for their transgressions at the outset. In examining the intercorrelations of the MFI
subscales, we found a strong negative correlation between forgiving the self and blaming the self. Thus, self-forgivers were inclined not to take responsibility for harming
others in the fi rst place.
The available research on the few alternative measures of self-forgiveness suggests
that the MFI is not alone in capturing a substantial proportion of variance attributable to pseudo-forgiveness (for a review, see chapter 11 by Mullet, Neto, and Rivière).
For example, using Mauger’s measure, researchers have found a negative relationship
between self-forgiveness and measures of neuroticism, anxiety, and depression (Leach
& Lark, 2003; Maltby, Macaskill, & Day, 2001; Mauger et al., 1992; Seybold, Hill, Neuman, & Chi, 2001). Correlations between self-forgiveness and emotional empathy were
nonsignificant but in a negative direction (Macaskill, Maltby, & Day, 2002). Similarly,
Walker and Gorsuch (2002) replicated the inverse relationship between self-forgiveness
and both neuroticism and anxiety using an alternative measure of self-forgiveness.
Similar results have been found when examining self-forgiveness with respect to
specific events. For example, Zechmeister and Romero (2002) found that people who
reported having forgiven the self for a specific event expressed high levels of regret
and self-blame, but they also tended to blame their victims. Relative to those who did
not forgive the self, self-forgivers were inclined to justify their actions and were rated
by coders as “self-focused and portrayed victims as deserving what they got” (p. 683).
Paralleling our findings regarding trait self-forgiveness and self-esteem, DeShea and
Wahkinney (2003) found that people who reported having forgiven the self for a specific event expressed substantially higher levels of unconditional self-regard, relative
to those who had not forgiven a significant transgression. In addition, self-forgivers
scored low on neuroticism and high on agreeableness, replicating other researchers’
findings at the trait level.
In short, each of these studies employed measurement strategies that appear to tap
a heavy component of pseudo-self-forgiveness. Part of the problem is that all existing
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measures of self-forgiveness essentially measure an outcome—an endpoint—without
assessing crucial elements of the process that lead up to that outcome. To distinguish
between true self-forgiveness and pseudo-self-forgiveness, it is necessary to capture
critical aspects of the process that leads to the outcome of a self at peace with the self.
Most likely, in solely assessing that endpoint, the MFI (and its sister measures) captures both individuals prone to pseudo-self-forgiveness and those who have the propensity to experience the sequence of events that theorists have in mind when they
describe true self-forgiveness—a sequence that requires an acceptance of responsibility and the experience of some level of moral discomfort that must be resolved.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
One advantage of scenario-based measures such as the MFI (see also the Transgression Narrative Test of Forgiveness [Berry, Worthington, Parrott, O’Connor, & Wade,
2001]; the TOSCA measures of shame and guilt [Tangney & Dearing, 2002]; and the
ARIs [Tangney et al., 1996]) is that they can be readily modified to test hypotheses
about processes, not just outcomes (e.g., by incorporating the assessment of theoretically defined criteria and of hypothesized moderators and mediators at the situational
level). Future research could modify the MFI to include scales assessing sense of responsibility and level of moral discomfort. In this way, guided by recent impressive
theoretical advances (e.g., DeShea & Wahkinney, 2003; Hall & Fincham, in press),
future studies could capitalize on the power of scenario-based methods by incorporating qualifying criteria and other process variables of interest.
A scientific understanding of the correlates and consequences of the propensity
for true self-forgiveness (that complex process) awaits future empirical work. Ideally,
such work would employ a combination of appropriately modified scenario-based
measures, studies of the process of self-forgiveness in the context of specific offenses
(with or without a consideration of individual differences), and the systematic observations by clinicians in the field.

MORE GENERAL THOUGHTS ON THE MFI
The pace of research on forgiveness since 1999 has been astounding. Owing to Sir
John Templeton’s generous philanthropic contribution to this field, there has been
an unprecedented development in our knowledge and understanding of forgiveness
and the “virtues” more generally. So, too, has there been a tremendous growth in the
assessment of these scientifically measurable constructs. Researchers interested in
forgiveness of others are fortunate to have a range of measures from which to choose.
Thus, the question is always, Which one?
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Based on our findings from two large validation studies (Tangney & Boone, 2004)
in conjunction with a review of the recent literature, we would recommend one of the
shorter, global self-report measures over the MFI if one is interested in simply assessing the propensity to forgive others (trait forgiveness). We are especially impressed
with Brown’s recent (2003) Tendency to Forgive scale (TTF) and the Trait Unforgiveness-Forgiveness scale (TUF; Berry & Worthington, 2001; see Berry, Worthington,
O’Connor, Parrott, & Wade, 2005). A key aim in electing to use a scenario-based approach for the MFI was to circumvent the problem of social desirability bias often
seen in measures that rely on ratings of global attributes, especially when considering
self-reports of moral emotions, strengths, and virtues (e.g., Harder & Lewis, 1987; Kugler & Jones, 1992; Mosher, 1966; for a discussion, see Tangney, 1996; Tangney & Dearing, 2002). Results from the current studies indicate that the MFI largely succeeded
in circumventing possible confounds with social desirability (average correlation of
forgiveness of others with social desirability was .15). However, the TUF performed
reasonably well in this domain as well (average correlation with measures of social
desirability in our Study 2 was –.29 ). Moreover, Brown’s recent (2003) TTF scale was
only modestly correlated with social desirability (r = .25). Notably, the TTF is composed of a mere four items that can be completed in a fraction of the time required by
the MFI, and multiple studies attest to its reliability and validity.
When might the MFI be useful? Scenario-based measures such as the MFI may
be especially useful when conducting research with subpopulations in which concerns about social desirability come to the fore (e.g., parents engaged in custody disputes). Respondents are often more willing to endorse a specific socially undesirable
action in the context of a specific situation, compared with reporting on more generalized traits or tendencies. In addition, scenario-based assessments can be useful
when working with young children who may not have the abstract thinking skills
required to evaluate self-traits. Young children are cognitively equipped to report
that they would forgive in situations a, b, and c, but they may not yet be able to view
themselves as “a person who easily forgives.” Denham and colleagues (see chapter 9)
have developed a modified version of the MFI for use with parents and children, with
promising results.
In the future, scenario-based assessments such as the MFI may be most useful
when the focus of research is on theoretically relevant processes. With the addition of
relevant response items, researchers can incorporate an empirical assessment of hypothesized mediators and moderators, as well as key construct criteria, for example,
to distinguish between true and pseudo-self-forgiveness.
Scenario-based measures are lengthy. The payoff can be substantial, depending
on the context, construct, and research question. If a researcher is interested in simply a quick dispositional assessment of interpersonal forgiveness, the MFI is probably
not the measure of choice.
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RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
Clinical Implications: Forget the Self
Clearly, based on the range of undesirable traits shown to be associated with the propensity to experience pseudo-self-forgiveness, it is not a characteristic we want to
foster and encourage. True self-forgiveness—the process and the capacity to engage in
the process—is what clinicians aim to facilitate when faced with clients who struggle
with self-forgiveness. Yet we do wonder whether the focus on the endpoint—self-forgiveness—can be just as misleading for the practicing clinician or member of the
clergy as it is for the researcher. Self-forgiveness is an awfully self-focused construct
that seriously misses the point. One can waste away precious hours, months, or even
years delving into what is essentially a self-focused analysis of selfish concerns when
the real issue is a harmed other—be it a specific person, a group, the community, or
(as Hall & Fincham [in press] argue) the self.
As Holmgren (2002) so aptly stated, “To dwell on one’s own past record of moral
performance, either with a sense of self-hatred and self-contempt or with a sense of superiority, is an activity that is overly self-involved and devoid of any real moral value.
The client will exercise his moral agency much more responsibly if he removes his
focus from the fact that he did wrong and concentrate instead on the contribution he
can make to others and on the growth he can experience in the moral and nonmoral
realms” (p. 133).

Application to Restorative Justice
This is at the heart of the restorative justice movement—an innovative, promising approach to work with criminal offenders (see chapters 29 and 30). Restorative justice
is a philosophical framework that requires active participation by the victim, the
offender, and the community with the aim of repairing the fabric of the community
(Braithwaite, 1989, 2000; Cragg, 1992; Morrell, 1993). For example, the “Impact of
Crime” workshop implemented in Fairfax County, VA’s Adult Detention Center emphasizes principles of community, personal responsibility, and reparation. Utilizing
cognitive restructuring techniques, case workers and group facilitators challenge
common distorted ways of thinking about crime, victims, and locus of responsibility. As clients grapple with issues of responsibility, the question of blame inevitably
arises, as do emotions of self-blame. In the process of reexamining the causes of their
legal difficulties and revisiting the circumstances surrounding their offense and its
consequences, many clients experience new feelings of shame, guilt, or both.
Although not explicitly stated, another important feature of the restorative justice
philosophy is the “guilt-inducing, shame reducing” nature of this approach. In early
stages of treatment, offenders may feel a predominance of shame, focusing on themselves rather than the plight of the victims. Although not optimal, feelings of shame
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can serve as a therapist’s “hook”—yielding intense feelings that can be processed,
transformed, and harnessed as more adaptive feelings of guilt. In the long term, restorative justice approaches (e.g., Maruna, 2001) encourage offenders to take responsibility for their behavior, acknowledge negative consequences, feel guilt for having
done the wrong thing, empathize with their victims, and act to make amends. But
offenders are ultimately discouraged from feeling shame about themselves. In short,
from a restorative justice perspective, the emphasis is not on moral angst but on moral
change and moral action.

CONCLUSION
Elsewhere (Tangney & Mashek, 2004), we have argued that one need not feel bad (really bad) to be a good person. In fact, we reviewed a range of psychological theories
and empirical findings that, taken together, seriously challenge the notion that suffering is a useful barometer of moral worth.
Neither is self-focus a useful barometer of moral worth. Quite the reverse. For
example, true humility—in the sense of recognition of one’s place in the world, not
self-abasement—goes hand-in-hand with a relative lack of self-focus or self-preoccupation (Halling, Kunz, & Rowe, 1994; Tangney, 2000, 2002; Templeton, 1997). Having
become “unselved” (Templeton, 1997), the person who has gained a sense of humility
is no longer phenomenologically at the center of his or her world. The focus is on the
larger community of which he or she is one part.
In addressing clients’ difficulties with self-forgiveness, it may be that clinicians
will be better served by focusing on the process rather than its endpoint.

NOTES
1. In this nonclinical sample of traditional and nontraditional college students, as is typical in community samples, there was sufficient variability in clinical symptoms, with distressed individuals
scoring in the mild-to-moderate rather than severe range.
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Chapter Eleven

Personality and Its Effects
on Resentment, Revenge,
Forgiveness, and Self-Forgiveness
Etienne Mullet
Félix Neto
Sheila Rivière

P

revious research shows that the decision to forgive depends on numerous factors, such as: (a) situational factors (intention of harm, repetition of offense,
severity of the consequences, cancellation or not of the consequences, presence
of apologies, and/or compensation from the offender [e.g., Mullet & Girard, 2000]), (b)
relational factors (offender’s identity and his or her proximity with the victim, his or
her hierarchical status, his or her attitude after the offense, and environmental pressures [e.g., Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001]), and (c) personality factors (McCullough &
Worthington, 1999). This chapter will focus on the latter group of factors. What are
the personality traits that could predict the duration and intensity of the post-offense
resentment, the choice of forgiveness (self-forgiveness or forgiveness of others), or the
choice of revenge?
Examining the impact of personality factors on forgiveness and revenge is important for reasons that are both theoretical and practical. On the theoretical level,
it is essential, for instance, to understand how the personality influences attitudes
and decisions at crucial moments of our lives, such as in the face of opposition, arguments, and conflicts of interest; and in reaction to adversity or offense. It is often
in these particular moments that important—often irreversible—decisions are made.
Such decisions can impact a person’s entire life. It is, therefore, essential to investigate
the role of personality factors to identify those that are the most important in these
critical life situations.
On the practical level for psychologists and other practitioners, when dealing
with therapies aimed at healing and forgiveness, it is essential to know how and to
what extent to take into the account the personality of the patient (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000). Indeed, the method used by the practitioner needs to be adapted to the
159
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personality of the patient. It wouldn’t be conceivable to apply the same method with
a highly neurotic patient as with a stable one. Knowledge of the patient’s personality
would thus inform the practitioner as to the nature of the resentment (intensity and
duration), the willingness to forgive, or the tendency to seek revenge.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS, REVENGE,
AND RESENTMENT
We define forgiveness as the overcoming of resentment toward an offender, not by denying the right to such feelings but by endeavoring to view the offender with compassion.
Revenge is defined as the infliction of harm to an offender in return for perceived wrong.
Resentment is defined as a cold, emotional complex consisting of bitterness, hostility,
residual fear, and residual anger in response to perceived harm from an offender.
Different instruments have been devised for measuring forgiveness in particular
circumstances and dispositional forgiveness (also called forgivingness; Roberts, 1995).
A careful study of these different instruments reveals that not all exclusively measure
the intended dimension. For instance, the scale Forgiveness-Nonretaliation (Ashton,
Paunonen, Helmes, & Jackson, 1998) includes four categories of items. Some refer to
forgiveness (e.g., “My attitude toward people who have tried to harm me is ‘forgive and
forget’”). Others focus on revenge (e.g., “When someone treats me really unfairly, I want
to ‘get even’ with them, even if it is inconvenient to do so”). Others focus on lasting resentment (e.g., “I tend to ‘hold a grudge’ against people who have wronged me”). Others
refer more to neuroticism than forgiveness (e.g., “I usually start out by suspecting other
people and only trusting them after getting to know them well”).
In the same vein, the Forgiveness of Others scale (Mauger et al., 1992) contains
items referring to reconciliation (e.g., “I am able to make up pretty easily with friends
who have hurt me in some way”), revenge (e.g., “People who criticize me better be
ready to take some of their own medicine”), or lasting resentment (e.g., “I have grudges which I have held on to for months or years”). Other items measure attitudes toward forgiveness or revenge (e.g., “I feel that other people have done more good than
bad for me”). Others have little to do with forgiveness (e.g., “I often use sarcasm when
people deserve it”). Even if factorial analysis may allow us to classify these different
elements under the same name, this does not signify that the underlying construct is
unitary and nonambiguous.
As illustrated by Wade and Worthington (2003; see also Brown, 2003; Thompson et al., 2005), revenge is not the contrary of forgiveness, and resentment does not
necessarily mean absence of forgiveness in the future. When one is the victim of
an intentional offense, a feeling of resentment seems logical, the duration of which
would usually depend on the circumstances of the offense, the attitude of the offender, and, of course, the personality of the victim. Mullet, Houdbine, Laumonnier,
and Girard (1998) and Mullet, Barros, Frongia, Usai, and Neto (2003) have shown that
individual differences concerning the intensity of resentment are sufficiently notable to
help identify a separate factor: lasting resentment (see also McCullough & Hoyt, 2002;
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McCullough et al., 1998; Rye et al., 2001). Lasting resentment clearly coincides with
the concept of unforgiveness proposed by Worthington and Wade (1999).
The end of the resentment (or unforgiveness) state could take many forms, which
are probably directly in relation with the victim and offender’s personalities and the
environment. Mullet et al. (1998, 2003) have shown that the individual differences in
relation with sensitivity to circumstances are sufficiently important to help identify
another separate factor: sensitivity to personal and social circumstances. Different
forms of resentment naturally end with either forgiveness, revenge, or other types of
closure (such as formal complaint or oblivion). Thus, the absence of revenge does not
necessarily mean forgiveness. A victim can be still in the resentment mode yet have
made a formal complaint or be trying to forget. It is also important to note that the
presence of resentment is not synonymous with revenge. Forgiveness can follow the
state of resentment, even a long-lasting one. Thus, the presence of (moderate to strong)
statistical correlations among reduced forgiveness, revenge, and resentment do not
constitute an argument for mixing these three concepts into one scale. These statistical correlations are in fact directly related to the nature of the process that goes from
offense to resentment, which would end by either forgiveness or revenge.
Mullet et al. (2003) have argued that it is essential to differentiate these concepts
and measure the impact of different personality measures on each component. We
described six constructs: enduring resentment toward others, revenge, sensitivity to
circumstances, forgiveness of others, forgiveness of self, and forgiveness of situations.
We excluded from this classification the measures of forgiveness toward and from
God and forgiveness seeking. It should be also noted that categories were not always
clear-cut. Some subscales contain items that belong to two or more categories. For
instance, the Forgiveness of Others scale (Mauger et al., 1992) was considered, despite its title, as a revenge scale because a majority of this scale’s items are more in
relation with revenge than with forgiveness. For the more recent scales, the choice of
the categories has been more straightforward. The three subscales of state measure
Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motivations Inventory (TRIM; McCullough, Bellah, Kilpatrick, & Johnson, 2001), for instance, were without much ambiguity, classified in enduring resentment (avoidance subscale), forgiveness of others (benevolence
subscale), and revenge (revenge subscale). Considering that the measures in relation
with self-forgiveness are still not numerous, only one category was considered for this
construct (despite the fact that the items were not all homogenous).

MEASURING PERSONALITY: A COMMON FRAMEWORK
To organize the existing data and explore the possible correlations with personality
factors, a common framework was needed. The Big Five model of personality was chosen: agreeableness, neuroticism, extraversion, conscientiousness, and openness. We
examined those factors and forgiveness-relevant dispositions related to them.
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Another factor that has been studied often is religion or spirituality. According to
some authors (MacDonald, 2000; Piedmont, 1999), this factor is largely orthogonal to
the Big Five. Spirituality is mainly related to the vision that the individual may have
of his or her place in time and space and in relation to the world and the universe.
Piedmont (1999) has proposed the following facets for this factor: sense of universality, prayer fulfillment, and sense of connectedness. In contrast, religion may be conceived as the strength of one’s beliefs in a doctrine and the frequency of participation
in activities linked with this doctrine (e.g., regular attendance in church). On a priori
grounds, it is conceivable that a highly religious or spiritual individual would be
much less inclined to lasting resentment and that to the contrary, such an individual
would choose more rapidly and more frequently the path to forgiveness as opposed
to resentment and revenge (see Rye et al., 2000). With regard to self-forgiveness—although it is more difficult to formulate any hypothesis—it is conceivable that a highly
spiritual individual would be more inclined to recognize his or her faults and ask for
forgiveness, which in turn could only help the self-forgiveness process.

REVIEW OF THE THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
A total of 27 studies have been identified on the basis of three criteria: (1) they present a good enough description of the used items; (2) they contain at least one measure
among the ones classified into the six categories previously defined; and (3) they contain at least one personality measure. These studies have been marked with an asterisk in the references. We will examine the results for the four measures for which a
sufficient number of studies have been identified: resentment, revenge, forgiving others, and forgiving self. For sensitivity to situations and forgiveness of situations, too
few studies were identified to tabulate.
In Table 11.1, we present the correlations between personality dimensions and lasting resentment toward others. Correlations between enduring resentment and agreeableness ranged from –.10 to –.43. The strongest negative correlation was observed for
altruism. The correlation between enduring resentment and neuroticism were mostly
positive, ranging from .24 to .39. Depression presented the highest positive correlation
with lasting resentment (.51), followed by anger, anxiety, and rumination. Extraversion,
conscientiousness, and openness were only infrequently related to enduring resentment (see Table 11.1). Measures of religiousness were correlated strongly and negatively
with enduring resentment, ranging from –.12 to –.46. The strongest negative correlation
was observed for spirituality and enduring resentment (–.46).
In Table 11.2, we present the correlations between personality dimensions and
revenge. Correlations between revenge and agreeableness were all strongly negative,
ranging from –.29 to –.51. The correlation between revenge and neuroticism was positive, although weaker than what was observed for agreeableness, ranging from .01
to .36, with the exception of the Maltby, Macaskill, and Day (2001) study. Hostility
presented the highest positive correlation, followed by anger, anxiety, depression, and
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rumination.1 Correlations between revenge and extraversion were negative, ranging
from .00 to –.36. They were especially notable among men. Correlations between revenge and conscientiousness were also negative, ranging from –.02 to –.46. Responsibility presented the highest negative correlation (–.46). Correlations between revenge
and openness were the weakest observed. Correlations between revenge and religiousness were all negative and among the highest observed, ranging from –14 to –.39.
TABLE 11.1.

Personality and Enduring Resentment

Personality
variable

Personality
scale

Resentment
scale

Agreeableness

Big Five Inventory

TTF

Big Five Inventory

TRIM*-A

r

Study

Agreeableness

Altruism

Batson Empathy Scale TRIM*-A

–.43

Brown (2003)

–.23, –.10 McCullough et al. (2001)
–.52

Wade et al. (2003)

Emotional empathy IRI (Empathic concern) TTF

–.01

Brown (2003)

Perspective taking IRI (Perspective taking) TTF

–.29

Brown (2003)

Attitude toward
forgiveness

–.37

Brown (2003)

ATF

TTF
Extraversion

Extraversion

Big Five Inventory

TTF

Big Five Inventory

TRIM*-A

Shyness

FS-R

–06m, .02f Neto & Mullet (2004)

Embarrassability

FS-R

–09m, –.09f Neto & Mullet (2004)

Independence

FS-R

.21m, .29f

Interdependence

FS-R

.02m, –.16f Neto & Mullet (2004)

Loneliness

Loneliness

FS-R

Neuroticism

Big Five Inventory

TTF

Big Five Inventory

TRIM*-A

.22, .32

McCullough & Hoyt
(2002)

Big Five Inventory

TRIM*-A

.36, .24

McCullough & Hoyt
(2002)

TRIM*-A

–.12

Shyness
Independence

–.08

Brown (2003)

.02, .04

Brown (2003)

.16m, .10f

Neto & Mullet (2004)
Neto & Mullet (2004)

Neuroticism

Positive affectivity PANAS

.39

Brown (2003)

McCullough et al.
(1998)

Negative affectivity PANAS

TRIM*-A

.13

McCullough et al. (1998)

PANAS

TRIM*-A

.28

McCullough et al. (2001)

State Anger Scale

RFS*-AN

.41

Rye, Loiacono, Folck,
Olszewski et al. (2001)

State Anger Scale

RFS*-AN

.38

Rye, Folck, Heim,
Olszewski et al. (in press)

Anger
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TABLE 11.1.

Personality and Enduring Resentment (continued)

Personality
variable

Personality
scale

Resentment
scale

Anger

State Anger Scale

EFI*

.26

Gisi & d’Amato (2000)

Trait Anger Scale

RFS*-AN

.34

Rye et al. (2001)

Trait Anger Scale

RFS*-AN

.32

Rye et al. (in press)

Trait Anger Scale

TTF

.44
f

r

Study

Brown (2003)
m

Paranoid style

Paranoid Personality
Scale

FS-R

.30 , .38

Anxiety

Anxiety Scale (S+T)

EFI*

.15

Subkoviak, Enright, &
Wu (1992)

State Anxiety Scale

EFI*

.43

Subkoviak et al. (1995)

CES-D

RFS*-AN

.51

Rye et al. (in press)

CES-D

TTF

.34

Brown (2003)

IES-Rumination

TRIM*-A

.39

McCullough et al. (2001)

IES-Suppression

TRIM*-A

.37

McCullough et al. (2001)

IES-Rumination

TRIM*-A

–.08

McCullough et al. (1998)

RSES

TTF

–.31

Depression
Rumination

Self-esteem

RSES

FS-R

m

Muñoz Sastre,
Vinsonneau, Chabrol, &
Mullet (2004)

Brown (2003)
f

–.08 , –.07 Neto & Mullet (2004)

Conscientiousness
Conscientiousness

Big Five Inventory

TTF

Big Five Inventory

TRIM*-A

–.04
.08, –.07

Brown (2003)
McCullough et al. (2001)

Openness
Openness
Self-deception

Big Five Inventory

TTF

Big Five Inventory

TRIM*-A

–.13, .07

McCullough et al. (2001)

TRIM*-A

.12

McCullough et al. (1998)
Subkoviak et al. (1995)

Self-Deception

–.07

Brown (2003)

Religiousness
Religiousness

Spirituality

Hope
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Religiosity Scale

EFI*

–.37

RWBS

RFS*-AN

–.20

Rye et al. (2001)

RWBS

RFS*-AN

–.30

Rye et al. (2001)

RWBS

RFS*-AN

–.22

Rye et al. (in press)

EWBS

RFS*-AN

–.40

Rye et al. (2001)

EWBS

RFS*-AN

–.46

Rye et al. (in press)

Religious Faith

HFS-O

–.30

Edwards et al. (2002)

HS-Avoid. Hope Threats RFS*-AN

–.35

Rye et al. (2001)

Hope Scale

–.12

Rye et al. (in press)

RFS*-AN
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Personality and Enduring Resentment (continued)

Note: ATF = Attitude Towards Forgiveness Scale, CES-D = Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression
Scale, EFI* = Enright Forgiveness Inventory, EWBS = Existential Well-Being Scale, FS-R = Forgivingness
Scale-Resentment, HFS-O = Heartland Forgiveness Scale-Others, HS = Hope Scale, IES = Impact of Event
Scale, IRI = Interpersonal Reactivity Inventory, PANAS = Positive and Negative Attitude Scale, RRFS-AN
= Rye Forgiveness Scale-Absence of Negative, RSES = Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, RWBS = Religious
Well-Being Scale, TRIM*-A = Transgression Related Interpersonal Motivations-Avoidance, TTF = Tendency to Forgive Scale. The references to the precise measures of personality used may be found in the
reference in the right column.
*State forgiveness scales; m = Male; f = Female

TABLE 11.2.
Personality
variable

Personality and Revenge

Personality
scale

Revenge
scale

r

Study

Agreeableness
Agreeableness

Big Five Mini-Markers

AFNRS

–.29

Ashton et al. (1998)

HA-HESC

AFNRS

–.50

Ashton et al. (1998)

BARS

FOOS

–.51

Leach & Lark (2003)

Big Five Inventory

FOOS

–.49

McCullough et al. (2001)

Big Five Inventory

TRIM*-R

Altruism

AMAS

AFNRS

–.36, –.50 McCullough et al. (2001)
–.26

Ashton et al. (1998)

Empathy

Empathy Scale

VS

–.38

Stuckless & Goranson
(1992)

Neuroticism
Neuroticism

BARS

FOOS

.31
m

Leach & Lark (2003)
f

REPQ

FOOS

.09 , –.07

Big Five Inventory

FOOS

.36

Maltby et al. (2001)
McCullough et al. (2001)

Big Five Inventory

TRIM*-R

.06, .01

McCullough et al. (2001)

Emotional stability Big Five Mini-Markers (-)

AFNRS

.21

Ashton et al. (1998)

Positive affectivity

TRIM*-R

.10

McCullough et al. (1998)

TRIM*-R

.17

McCullough et al. (2001)

PANAS (-)

Negative affectivity PANAS
Anger

Hostility
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PANAS

TRIM*-R

.32

McCullough et al. (1998)

SAEI

FOOS

.50

Seybold, Hill, Neuman,
& Chi (2001)

TAEI

FOOS

.62

Seybold et al. (2001)

Trait Anger Scale

VS

.58

Stuckless & Goranson
(1992)

CISS-Cynical Hostility

FOOS

.63

Seybold et al. (2001)
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TABLE 11.2.

Personality and Revenge (continued)

Personality
variable

Personality
scale

Hostility

CISS-Hostile Attribution FOOS

.65

Seybold et al. (2001)

CISS-Hostile Affect

FOOS

.64

Seybold et al. (2001)

State Anxiety Scale

FOOS

.54

Seybold et al. (2001)

Trait Anxiety Scale

FOOS

.55

FOOS

m

Anxiety

Revenge
scale

GHQ-Anxiety

r

f

PPSS

FS-V

.39 , .50

Depression

Depression Inventory

FOOS

.49

MMPI-Depression

FOOS

.16
m

Psychoticism

Seybold et al. (2001)
f

Maltby et al. (2001)

m

Muñoz Sastre et al.
(2005)

.11 , .16

Paranoid style

Rumination

Study

Seybold et al. (2001)
Mauger et al. (1992)
f

.37 , .23

Maltby et al. (2001)

GHQ-Depression

FOOS

CES-D

VI

.02

Brown (2003)

IES-Rumination

TRIM*-R

.40

McCullough et al. (2001)

IES-Suppression

TRIM*-R

.19

McCullough et al. (2001)

IES-Rumination

TRIM*-R

.27

McCullough et al. (1998)

MMPI-Defective Inhibition FOOS

.46

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Poignancy

FOOS

.32

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Persecutory Ideas FOOS

.49

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Need for Affection FOOS

.53

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Naiveté

FOOS

.45

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Self-Alienation

FOOS

.45

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Social Alienation FOOS

.54

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Hypochondriasis

FOOS

.12

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Hysteria

FOOS

–.09

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Psychopathy

FOOS

.21

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Paranoia

FOOS

.24

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Psychastenia

FOOS

.26

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Schizophrenia

FOOS

.36

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Hypomania

FOOS

.28

FOOS

m

REPQ

Mauger et al. (1992)
f

.03 , .17

Maltby et al. (2001)

–.23
–.28

Leach & Lark (2003)
Mauger et al. (1992)

Extraversion
Extraversion
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TABLE 11.2.
Personality
variable
Extraversion

167

Personality and Revenge (continued)

Personality
scale

Revenge
scale

r
m

Study
f

REPQ

FOOS

–.25 , –.11 Maltby et al. (2001)

Big Five Mini-Markers

FNRS

–.02

Ashton et al. (1998)

Big Five Inventory

FOOS

.00

McCullough et al. (2001)

Big Five Inventory

TRIM*-R

–.36, .10

McCullough et al. (2001)

Conscientiousness
Conscientiousness

BARS

FOOS

–.25

Leach & Lark (2003)

Big Five Mini-Markers

AFNRS

–.09

Ashton et al. (1998)

Big Five Inventory

FOOS

–.24

McCullough et al. (2001)

Big Five Inventory

TRIM*-R

Responsibility

JPI-Responsibility

AFNRS

–.46

Ashton et al. (1998)

Self-deception

Self-Deception (-)

TRIM*-R

–.30

McCullough et al. (1998)

Openness

BARS

FOOS

–.13

Leach & Lark (2003)

Big Five Mini-Markers

AFNRS

–.17

Ashton et al. (1998)

Big Five Inventory

FOOS

Big Five Inventory

TRIM*-R

–.36, –.02 McCullough et al. (2001)

Openness

–.07

McCullough et al. (2001)

–.08, .07

McCullough et al. (2001)

Religiousness
Religiousness

RWBS

FOOS

–.39

Leach & Lark (2003)

Spirituality

SCRS

FOOS

–.38

Mauger et al. (1996)

EWBS

FOOS

–.39

Leach & Lark (2003)

STS-Universality

FOOS

–.14

Leach & Lark (2003)

STS-Prayer

FOOS

–.19

Leach & Lark (2003)

STS-Connectedness

FOOS

–.15

Leach & Lark (2003)

Note: AFNRS = Ashton Forgiveness Non Retaliation Scale, AMAS = Altruistic Money Allocation Scale,
BARS = Bipolar Adjective Rating Scale, CES-D = Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale, CISS
= Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations, EWBS = Existential Well-Being Scale, FOOS = Forgiveness
of Others Scale, GHQ = General Health Questionnaire, HA-HESC = High Agreeableness-High Emotional
Stability Scale, IES = Impact of Event Scale, JPI = Jackson Personality Inventory, MMPI = Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, PANAS = Positive and Negative Attitude Scale, PPSS = Paranoid Personality
Style Subscale, REPQ = Revised Eysenk Personality Questionnaire, RWBS = Religious Well-Being Scale,
SAEI = State Anger Expression Inventory, SCRS = Spiritual Coping Scale, STS = Spiritual Transcendence
Scale, TAEI = Trait Anger Expression Inventory, TRIM*-R = Transgression Related Interpersonal Motivations-Revenge, VS = Vengeance Scale. The references to the precise measures of personality used may be
found in the reference in the right column.
*State forgiveness scales; m = Male; f = Female
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In Table 11.3, we present the correlations between personality dimensions and forgiveness of others. Correlations between forgiveness of others and agreeableness were
all positive, ranging from .25 to .33, with the exception of Walker and Gorsuch’s study
(2002), which systematically reported lower numbers. Emotional empathy presented
the strongest positive correlation, followed by attitude toward forgiveness and perspective taking. Correlations between forgiveness of others and neuroticism were all negative, ranging from –.27 to –.32, with the exception of the Brown (2003) study, which was
made on a small sample. Anger presented the strongest negative correlation, followed
by rumination and narcissism. Regarding self-esteem, all correlations were weak, but
they did change dramatically with gender. Correlations between forgiveness of others
and extraversion were mostly positive, although weaker than for agreeableness and
neuroticism, ranging from –.02 to .20. Interdependence presented the highest correlations with forgiveness (with values higher for women than for men). Correlations
between forgiveness of others and conscientiousness were all positive and in the same
range as those observed for extraversion (.04 to .24). Dutifulness presented the highest positive correlation. Correlations between forgiveness of others and openness were
weak. Correlations between forgiveness of others and religiousness were positive and
notable, ranging from .12 to .29, with the exception of the Enright, Santos, and Al-Mabuk (1989) study, in which different instruments were used. Between hope and forgiveness; however, the correlation was weak and negative.

TABLE 11.3.

Personality and Forgiveness of Others

Personality
variable

Personality
scale

Forgiveness
scale

Agreeableness

Big Five Inventory

TNTF

Big Five Inventory

TNTF

.27

Brown (2003)

IPIP

WFS-O

.07

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Warmth

16PF-A

WFS-O

.06

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Sensitivity

16PF-I

r

Study

Agreeableness

Emotional empathy Batson Empathy Scale
Batson Empathy Scale

.25, .33,
.28

Berry et al. (2001)

WFS-O

.05

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

SIFS

.52

Wade & Worthington (2003)

TNTF

.24

Wade & Worthington (2003)

.16

Brown (2003)

IRI (Empathic concern) TNTF

.43m, 61m, Coleman & Byrd (2003)
.36f, .49f

Emotional Empathy
Scale

FI

Perspective taking

IRI

TNTF

.40

Brown (2003)

Gratitude

Gratitude Questionnaire DTFS

.36

McCullough, Emmons, &
Tsang (2002)

Gratitude Adjectives

.30

McCullough et al. (2002)
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TABLE 11.3.
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Personality and Forgiveness of Others (continued)

Personality
variable

Personality
scale

Forgiveness
scale

Attitude toward
forgiveness

ATF

TNTF

r

Study

.51

Brown (2003)

Extraversion
Extraversion

Big Five Inventory

TNTF

–.02, .19, Berry et al. (2001)
–.02

Big Five Inventory

TNTF

.20

Brown (2003)

IPIP

WFS-O

.02

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Introversion

16PF-Q2 (-)

WFS-O

.16

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Friendliness

16PF-H

WFS-O

.00

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Reserve

16PF-N

WFS-O

–.06

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Gregariousness

16PF-F

WFS-O

–.01

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Assertiveness

16PF-E

WFS-O

–.02

Independence

m

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)
f

Interdependence

FS-F

.11 , .36 Neto & Mullet (2004)

Independence (-)

FS-F

.13m, .17f Neto & Mullet (2004)

Loneliness

Loneliness

FS-F

–.18m, .13f Neto & Mullet (2004)

Shyness

Shyness (-)

FS-F

.07m, .19f Neto & Mullet (2004)

Embarrassability (-)

FS-F

–.06m, .12f Neto & Mullet (2004)

Neuroticism
Neuroticism

Emotional stability
Distrust

Big Five Inventory

TNTF

–.29, –.27, Berry et al. (2001)
–.32

Big Five Inventory

TNTF

–.10

Brown (2003)

IPIP

WFS-O

–.27

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

16PF-C (-)

WFS-O

–.17

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

16PF-Q4

WFS-O

–.34

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

16PF-L

WFS-O

–.21

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

f

Paranoid style

PPSS

FS-F

–.22 ,
–.40m

Muñoz Sastre et al.
(2005)

Anxiety

16PF-O

WFS-O

–.15

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Anger

AQ-Anger

TNTF

State Anger Scale

RFS*-PP

Trait Anger Scale

TNTF

Trait Anger Scale

TNTF

RT9491_C011.indd 169

–.33, –.35, Berry et al. (2001)
–.45
–.11

Rye et al. (in press)

–.43, –.38, Berry et al. (2001)
–.43
–.43

Berry & Worthington
(2001)
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TABLE 11.3.
Personality
variable

Personality and Forgiveness of Others (continued)

Personality
scale

Forgiveness
scale

Trait Anger Scale

TUFS

–.66

Berry & Worthington
(2001)

Trait Anger Scale

RFS*-PP

–.21

Rye et al. (2001)

Trait Anger Scale

RFS*-PP

–.09

Rye et al. (in press)

–.31

Rye et al. (2001)

r

Trait Anger Scale

FLS

Hostility

AQ-Hostility

TNTF

Depression

CES-D

RFS*-PP

–.14

Rumination

DRS

TNTF

–.49
m

Self-esteem

Self-Esteem Scale

FS-F

Narcissism

NPI

DLFS

Study

–.21, –.37, Berry et al. (2001)
–.32
Rye et al. (in press)
Berry et al. (2001)
f

.14 , –.23 Neto & Mullet (2004)
–.43

Sandage, Worthington,
Hight, & Berry (2000)

Conscientiousness
Conscientiousness

Big Five Inventory

TNTF

.15, .24,
.16

Berry et al. (2001)

Big Five Inventory

TNTF

.04

Brown (2003)

IPIP

WFS-O

.13

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Dutifulness

16PF-G

WFS-O

.21

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Orderliness

16PF-Q3

WFS-O

.13

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Openness
Openness

Big Five Inventory

TNTF

.14, .14,
.02

Berry et al. (2001)

Big Five Inventory

TNTF

.11

IPIP

WFS-O

–.02

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Intellect

16PF-B

WFS-O

–.01

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Imagination

16PF-M

WFS-O

–.18

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Complexity

16PF-Q1

WFS-O

.12

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Religiousness

Religious Belief Scale

Dilemmas

Religiousness Scale

RFS*-PP

.29

Rye et al. (2001)

Religiousness Scale

FLS

.22

Rye et al. (2001)

RWBS

RFS*-PP

.23

Rye et al. (2001)

RWBS

RFS*-PP

.12

Rye et al. (in press)

Brown (2003)

Religiousness
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Personality and Forgiveness of Others (continued)

Personality
variable

Personality
scale

Forgiveness
scale

Religiousness

Religiosity Scale

DTFS

.27

Sandage et al. (2000)

Spirituality

EWBS

RFS*-PP

.21

Rye et al. (2001)

EWBS

RFS*-PP

.21

Rye et al. (in press)

Hope Scale

RFS*-PP

–.05

Rye et al. (in press)

Hope

r

Study

Note: 16PF = 16 Primary Factors, AQ = Aggression Questionnaire, ATF = Attitude Towards Forgiveness
Scale, CES-D = Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale, DRS = Dissipation Rumination Scale,
DTFS = Disposition to Forgive Scale, FS-F = Forgivingness Scale-Forgiveness, IPIP = International Personality Item Pool, IRI = Interpersonal Reactivity Inventory, NPI = Narcissism Personality Inventory, PPSS =
Paranoid Personality Style Subscale, RFS*-PP = Rye Forgiveness Scale-Presence of Positive, TNTF = Transgression Narrative Test of Forgivingness, TUFS = Trait Unforgiveness Forgiveness Scale, WFS-O = Walker
Forgiveness Scale-Others. The references to the precise measures of personality used may be found in the
reference in the right column.
*State forgiveness scales; m = Male; f = Female

In Table 11.4, we present the correlations between personality dimensions and
self-forgiveness. Correlations between self-forgiveness and neuroticism were all quite
strong and negative. The facets that presented the highest correlations were anxiety,
hostility, depression, and anger.2 Correlations between self-forgiveness and extraversion were weak but positive. Assertiveness presented the highest positive correlation. As regards agreeableness, openness, conscientiousness, and religiousness, the
observed correlations were heterogeneous; therefore, it is premature to draw any conclusions.
To demonstrate that the four constructs are related but similar, an individual
study might employ a variety of methods, such as using confi rmatory factor analyses
and showing that different patterns of predictors connect variables. We have examined patterns of connections for four forgiveness-related variables and personality.
We conclude that the patterns are similar in general but are differentiated enough to
justify conceptualizing the variables as different from each other. The starkest differences are between forgiveness of self and revenge. The most similar patterns are
between resentment and revenge.
We do not want to overemphasize the magnitude, significance, or importance of
the correlations. We recognize the perils in comparing across studies. However, we
are trying to establish that regardless of different types of samples, sample sizes, and
measures, some consistency is apparent. In addition, we acknowledge as a further
limitation of our approach that several studies are overrepresented in Tables 11.1
through 11.4 by virtue of their multiple correlations (e.g., Mauger et al., 1992).
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TABLE 11.4.
Personality
variable

Personality and Forgiveness of Self

Personality
scale

Forgiveness
scale

r

Study

Agreeableness
Agreeableness

BARS

FOSS

.22

Leach & Lark (2003)

IPIP

WFS-S

.02

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Warmth

16PF-A

WFS-S

.02

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Sensitivity

16PF-I

WFS-S

.01

Emotional empathy EES

FOSS

m

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)
f

–.11 , .07 Macaskill et al. (2002)

Extraversion
Extraversion

Big Five Inventory

FOSS

.11

Berry et al. (2001)

IPIP

WFS-S

.14

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Introversion

16PF-Q2 (-)

WFS-S

.10

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Friendliness

16PF-H

WFS-S

.20

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Reserve

16PF-N (-)

WFS-S

.14

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Gregariousness

16PF-F

WFS-S

.13

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Assertiveness

16PF-E

WFS-S

.23

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

REPQ

FOSS

–.19m, –.05f Maltby et al. (2001)

Neuroticism
Neuroticism
Emotional stability

BARS

FOSS

–.54

Leach & Lark (2003)

IPIP

WFS-S

–.12

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

16PF-C (-)

WFS-S

–.52

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

16PF-Q4

WFS-S

–.52

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Distrust

16PF-L

WFS-S

–.13

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Anxiety

16PF-O

WFS-S

–.44

Anger
Hostility

Depression
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m

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)
f

–.53 , –.41 Maltby et al. (2001)

REPQ

FOSS

State Anxiety Scale

FOSS

–.64

Trait Anxiety Scale

FOSS

–.76
m

Seybold et al. (2001)
Seybold et al. (2001)
f

–.22 , –.22 Maltby et al. (2001)

GHQ-Anxiety

FOSS

SAEI

FOSS

–.36

Seybold et al. (2001)

TAEI

FOSS

–.58

Seybold et al. (2001)

CISS-Cynical Hostility

FOSS

–.62

Seybold et al. (2001)

CISS-Hostile Attribution FOSS

–.62

Seybold et al. (2001)

CISS-Hostile Affect

FOSS

–.52

Seybold et al. (2001)

Depression Inventory

FOSS

–.50

Seybold et al. (2001)

MMPI-Depression

FOSS

–.46

Mauger et al. (1992)
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Personality
variable

Psychoticism

173

Personality and Forgiveness of Self (continued)

Personality
scale

Forgiveness
scale

GHQ-Depression

FOSS

–.32m, –.27f Maltby et al. (2001)

REPQ

FOSS

.05m, –.08f Maltby et al. (2001)

MMPI-Defective
Inhibition

FOSS

–.47

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Poignancy

FOSS

–.44

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Need for Affection FOSS

.44

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Naiveté

FOSS

.27

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Persecutory Ideas FOSS

–.49

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Social
Introversion

FOSS

–.47

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Self Alienation

FOSS

–.69

Mauger et al. (1992)

r

Study

MMPI-Social Alienation FOSS

–.62

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Hypochondriasis FOSS

–.23

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Hysteria

FOSS

–.14

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Psychopathy

FOSS

–.40

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Paranoia

FOSS

–.41

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Psychastenia

FOSS

–.56

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Schizophrenia

FOSS

–.49

Mauger et al. (1992)

MMPI-Hypomania

FOSS

–.16

Mauger et al. (1992)

Conscientiousness
Conscientiousness

BARS

FOSS

.30

Leach & Lark (2003)

IPIP

WFS-S

–.11

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Dutifulness

16PF-G

WFS-S

–.11

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Orderliness

16PF-Q3

WFS-S

–.06

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Openness
Openness

BARS

FOSS

.16

Leach & Lark (2003)

IPIP

WFS-S

.12

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Intellect

16PF-B

WFS-S

.22

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Imagination

16PF-M

WFS-S

–.10

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Complexity

16PF-Q1

WFS-S

.12

Walker & Gorsuch (2002)

Religiousness
Religiousness

RWBS

FOSS

–.02

Leach & Lark (2003)

Spirituality

Religious Faith

HFS-S

.13

Edwards et al. (2002)
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TABLE 11.4.

Personality and Forgiveness of Self (continued)

Personality
variable

Personality
scale

Forgiveness
scale

Spirituality

EWBS

FOSS

.31

Leach & Lark (2003)

STS-Universality

FOSS

–.01

Leach & Lark (2003)

STS-Prayer

FOSS

–.13

Leach & Lark (2003)

STS-Connectedness

FOSS

.01

Leach & Lark (2003)

r

Study

Note: 16PF = 16 Primary Factors, AFNRS = Ashton Forgiveness Non Retaliation Scale, BARS = Bipolar
Adjective rating Scale, CISS = Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations, EES = Emotional Empathy Scale,
EWBS = Existential Well-Being Scale, FOSS = Forgiveness of Self Scale, GHQ = General Health Questionnaire, HFS-S = Heartland Forgiveness Scale-Self, IPIP = International Personality Item Pool, MMPI =
Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, REPQ = Revised Eysenk Personality Questionnaire, RWBS
= Religious Well-Being Scale, SAEI = State Anger Expression Inventory, STS = Spiritual Transcendence
Scale, TAEI = Trait Anger Expression Inventory, WFS-S = Walker Forgiveness Scale-Self. The references
to the precise measures of personality used may be found in the reference in the right column; m = Male;
f
= Female

IMPORTANCE OF PERSONALITY FACTORS AS COMPARED
WITH RELATIONAL AND SITUATIONAL FACTORS
McCullough and Hoyt (2002) examined the respective impact of situational, relational, and personal variables in the prediction of resentment, revenge, and forgiveness of
others. In a fi rst study, they used fictional and freely evoked (real) situations in which
the transgressor was a romantic partner, a same-sex friend, or an opposite-sex friend.
The transgressions ranged from less severe to severe. The authors also assessed the
personality scores for each participant. Personality accounted for 18% (resentment),
18% (revenge), and 15% (forgiveness) of the variance of the responses (correlations
of .42, .42, and .39, respectively). In a second situation, they used the same device
but this time the transgressor was the mother, the father, a same-sex friend, or an
opposite-sex friend. The transgressions still ranged from less severe to severe. Personality scores for each participant were also assessed using peer ratings. Personality
accounted for 30% (resentment), 33% (revenge), and 40% (forgiveness) of the variance
of the responses when assessed via self-ratings and 19%, 24%, and 30% of the variance when assessed via peer ratings.
In summary, personality factors explained 20% to 35% of the variance in variables that we examined in this chapter (resentment, revenge, forgiveness of others,
and forgiveness of self).
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NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN THE AREA
Despite the existence of an important body of research in this area, it would be essential to continue the research in numerous new directions. A fi rst direction, which is
the direct continuation of the studies presented in this chapter, would be to research
more systematically the relations between forgiveness (or revenge) and personality by
examining different facets of each personality factor. This is an important new direction as the analysis we have proposed in the previous section suggests, and existing
research demonstrates that not all facets are equal with regard to their correlations
with forgiveness (or revenge). For instance, as shown by Berry, Worthington, Parrott,
O’Connor, and Wade (2001) and Walker and Gorsuch (2002), the correlation between
extraversion and self-forgiveness is rather low (about .10). However, regarding one of
the facets of this factor, assertiveness, this correlation becomes much more notable. It
is indeed expected that a more assertive individual would experience less difficulty
in coming to self-forgiveness, compared with a less assertive individual. It would
therefore be interesting to explore the correlations between self-forgiveness and other
facets of extraversion, such as poise or leadership.
Another direction already explored by some researchers would be to study more
systematically the influence of gender in the correlations between forgiveness (or revenge) and personality. As shown by Neto and Mullet (2004), some correlations are
reversed with gender (see Table 11.3). We could cite here the case of forgiveness and
self-esteem. Neto and Mullet (2004) found a negative correlation for women and a positive one for men: Women who scored high on self-esteem were less likely to forgive;
whereas for men, this same score correlated positively with forgiveness, although to a
lesser extent (see also Maltby et al., 2001).
Another possible approach would be to study the correlations between personality and forgiveness (or revenge) from a developmental standpoint. As shown by
Mauger, Saxon, Hamill, and Pannel (1996), the correlations between agreeableness
and revenge are notably different in adolescents (–.72) and adults (–.34). Further studies of these differences may contribute to a better understanding of forgiveness and
what motivates it at different ages. One hypothesis would be that forgiveness of others
is mainly correlated with agreeableness in childhood and adolescence but that with
age it becomes increasingly less correlated with agreeableness and more correlated
with neuroticism. It is also possible that this pattern of correlations changes again for
the elderly (see also Mullet & Girard, 2000).
A fourth approach would be to study the correlations between personality and forgiveness cross-culturally (for a review, see chapter 4 by Sandage & Williamson). Fu,
Watkins, and Hui (2003) found that the correlations between anxiety and forgiveness
were quite low in a Chinese sample. This correlation was shown to be one of the strongest in most Western studies (see Seybold et al., 2001). More intercultural studies are
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needed to help understand how the impact of personality on forgiveness and revenge
vary (and as a result, what they mean) from one cultural context to another. The
existing intercultural studies seem to indicate important cultural variations on the
willingness to forgive (Fu, Watkins, & Hui, 2003; Kadima Kadiangandu, Mullet, &
Vinsonneau, 2001), and these differences merit further analysis (see also Azar & Mullet, 2002).
Another possible approach would be to study more systematically the interactions
between personality and situational factors (McCullough & Hoyt, 2002). For instance,
how does the correlation between forgiveness and neuroticism vary according to the
type (psychological, physical, or material) or the intensity (not severe, moderately
severe, severe) of the offense? It could be hypothesized that the correlation between
forgiveness and neuroticism is stronger in the case of a psychological offense as compared with a material loss (see Gauché & Mullet, in press) and in the case of a mild
offense as compared with a severe one (McCullough & Hoyt, 2002). In the same vein,
we recommend more systematic study of the interactions between personality and
forgiveness as a function of the proximity of the offender (McCullough & Hoyt, 2002).
For instance, how does the correlation between agreeableness and revenge vary according to the proximity of the offender? Is this correlation the same for an unknown,
a casual relation (e.g., a colleague at work), a distant relative, and a close family member? It could be hypothesized that this correlation is stronger in the fi rst and second
cases, compared with the last two.
We suggest extending the study of forgiveness and personality to variables other
than the willingness to forgive or revenge. It would be interesting to investigate the
extent to which the conceptualizations of forgiveness are related to personality. For
instance, what is the relation between agreeableness and the concept that forgiveness
implies a change of heart (the replacement of negative emotions toward the offender
with more positive emotions)? In other words, do the conceptualizations of forgiveness change as an individual scores higher on agreeableness? Or what is the relation
between conscientiousness and the concept that forgiveness is “good and moral?”
More generally, is the impact of personality on forgiveness a direct one, or is it more
or less “filtered” by each person’s conceptualizations of forgiveness (Mullet, Girard, &
Bakhshi, 2004)?
Finally, it would be essential to study the relations between forgiveness and personality using instruments other than those presented in this chapter. Emmons (2000)
recommended the use of more diversified instruments. Based on McAdams (1996), he
suggested that in addition to the personality measures of Level I “relatively nonconditional, decontextualized, and comparative dimensions of personality called traits”
(p. 157), researchers use Level II measures: “contextualized strategies, plans and concerns that enable a person to solve various life tasks and achieve personally important
life goals” (p. 158). Also, Emmons suggested that researchers use Level III measures or
life narratives: “While constructs at Levels I and II can lead to a healthy understanding of forgiveness, it may be only through incorporation of constructs at Level III that
a complete account of forgiveness within personality can be constructed” (p. 171).
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This is because “forgiveness is the integrated state of a person who is in right relationship with God, with others, and within himself or herself” (p. 171).

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
These results have implications for the practice of forgiveness-oriented counseling.
As an example, individuals experiencing more lasting resentment toward others were
shown to be the ones who present low scores on agreeableness in general (especially
low on altruism and perspective taking and high in cynicism) and religiousness (especially low on spirituality), and high on neuroticism (especially high scores on anger,
anxiety, depression, and rumination). As a result, patients facing lasting resentment
problems may be systematically invited to express their anger in order to take control
of it and to take the perspective of others. Clinicians might also help them overcome
depressive tendencies. As another example, vengefulness appeared to be strongly related to neuroticism in general and to a paranoid personality style in particular. An
area of concern here is the difficulty of diagnosing paranoid personality disorders
or strong paranoid tendencies: Individuals with paranoid personalities may conceal
their paranoid tendencies quite well, and the diagnosis can be easily missed. In some
cases, strong vengefulness must systematically lead one to consider the possibility
of paranoid tendencies or personality disorders and to take them into account in the
psychotherapeutic process.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
We are currently conducting research in two different directions. First, we examine
in a systematic way the relationships between resentment, revenge, forgiveness of
others, and the many facets that are subsumed under the neuroticism factor (stability, happiness, calmness, moderation, toughness, impulse control, imperturbability,
cool-headedness, and tranquility), as well as the many facets that are subsumed under
the agreeableness factor (understanding, warmth, morality, pleasantness, empathy,
cooperation, sympathy, tenderness, and nurturance). One of our hypotheses, based on
the double nature of forgiveness (intrapersonal and interpersonal), is that the main
relationships between forgivingness and personality concern the interpersonal facets of personality (e.g., cooperation, toughness) much more than the intrapersonal,
strictly self-referential facets of personality (e.g., happiness, morality). Second, we
examine the relationships between conceptualization of forgiveness and personality
at the level of the factors as well as at the level of the facets. One of our hypotheses is
that the effect of personality on forgiveness is largely mediated by the conceptualizations one has about forgiveness (e.g., implying the replacement of negative emotions
toward the offender with more positive emotions).
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CONCLUSION
Forgiveness is a complex “state” for which there is more than one path. It is conceivable that one accesses the state of forgiveness only after integrating multiple data
and trying numerous paths, not all straightforward. Indeed, forgiveness is the outer
translation of a long and often difficult inner process, a process that is a reflection of
the victim’s personality.

NOTES
1. From a psychopathological standpoint, persecutory ideas, schizophrenia, self-alienation, social
alienation, and defective inhibition are aspects of neuroticism that highly correlated with revenge.
2. From a psychopathological standpoint, practically all indices obtained with MMPI highly correlate
with self-forgiveness.
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M

any social scientists conceptualize forgiveness as an intrapersonal phenomenon, adopting victim-focused explanations of its causes and consequences.
For example, some empirical work has examined the precise cognitive and
affective processes by which victims come to forgive those who have perpetrated acts
of violence against them; other work has examined the circumstances under which it
is beneficial for a victim to forgive such offenses (for a review, see McCullough, 2001).
This is well and good—a victim-focused approach may be entirely suitable in settings
wherein victim and perpetrator have neither a past nor a future with one another, because in temporally bounded, fundamentally ahistoric settings, the forgiveness process essentially rests on the victim’s capacity to “heal the self” and move on.
However, in settings wherein victim and perpetrator have a past and (potentially)
a future with one another—that is, in ongoing relationships—there is much to be
gained by adopting an interpersonal conceptualization of forgiveness. To begin with,
we note the obvious: We live our lives in relationships. In comparison to time spent
with strangers, we spend more time with people with whom we have some sort of
relationship, whether as spouse, parent, friend, or co-worker. In comparison to interactions with strangers, interactions with relational partners are more important
to us, are more central to our identities and values, and have a greater impact on our
physical and psychological well-being (Reis, Collins, & Berscheid, 2000). Also, many
transgressions come about within ongoing relationships, and those transgressions are
consequential—we have a stake in addressing and resolving them. Moreover, in ongoing relationships, the forgiveness process itself is inherently interpersonal—it is a
process to which both victim and perpetrator contribute. In this broad context, it is
self-evident that understanding forgiveness rests on questions larger than how victims forgive and whether this is a good thing; we must also understand when, how,
and why forgiveness is good for relationships.
185
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The goal of this chapter is to provide a conceptual framework for understanding forgiveness and relational repair. We begin by introducing key tenets of interdependence
theory (Kelley et al., 2003; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), discussing
concepts and principles that are central to analyzing transgression, forgiveness, and
reconciliation. Then we use this framework to (a) analyze victim and perpetrator reactions to transgressions, (b) describe forgiveness as a temporally extended phenomenon
that rests on the character of victim–perpetrator interaction, and (c) discuss personal
and relational processes that are relevant to understanding reconciliation and relational repair. We also consider the relevance of this theoretical framework for clinical and
applied interventions, and conclude with suggestions regarding future theoretical and
empirical work regarding forgiveness and relational repair.

THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS REGARDING FORGIVENESS
Transgressions and Norms. From an interdependence perspective, a transgression
is an incident in which a perpetrator is perceived (by the victim and perhaps by the
perpetrator as well) to have knowingly departed from the norms that govern their relationship, thereby harming the victim. Norms are rule-based inclinations to respond
in a specified manner to specified types of interpersonal situation (Rusbult & Van
Lange, 2003)—that is, partners implicitly or explicitly agree that under certain circumstances, some courses of action are mandated (e.g., always “being on one another’s
side”), whereas other courses of action are forbidden (e.g., extra-relationship romantic
involvement). Although norms may initially be established as a simple matter of convenience—for example, as rules by which partners may coordinate specific types of
interaction—over time, such rules often “take on the characteristics of a moral obligation” (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959, p. 128).
In light of the fact that transgressions cause victims harm and violate moral obligations, it is not surprising that such incidents instigate a rather potent constellation
of victim and perpetrator cognition, affect, and behavior. This signature constellation
is characterized by victim vengeance and perpetrator guilt—a pattern of response
that can be seen as functionally adaptive (at least in the short run), in that such inclinations provide some measure of reassurance that a transgression will not recur.
Indeed, it has been argued that among social animals—for whom mutual cooperation
and rule adherence have tremendous functional value—there may be an underlying,
evolutionary basis for tendencies toward vengeance and guilt (Ridley, 1996).
Forgiveness and the Transformation Process. Moving beyond this potent constellation of victim and perpetrator negativity rests on victim forgiveness, which entails
“granting pardon,” or “canceling a debt.” Consistent with other interpersonal conceptualizations (Baumeister, Exline, & Sommer, 1998; McCullough, Worthington, &
Rachal, 1997), we defi ne forgiveness as the victim’s willingness to resume pretransgression interaction tendencies—the willingness to forego grudge and vengeance, instead coming to behave toward the perpetrator in a positive and constructive manner
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(Rusbult, Kumashiro, Finkel, & Wildschut, 2002). We propose that forgiveness rests on
a psychological transformation of the transgression situation. Given that victims experience powerful, gut-level impulses toward vengeance, to make way for forgiveness,
these destructive impulses must be tempered. Transformation describes the process
by which a victim takes broader considerations into account than the transgression
per se, including not only concern for the perpetrator and relationship but also broader norms or values. The individual’s immediate, gut-level impulses are termed given
preferences; the psychologically transformed preferences that directly guide behavior
are termed effective preferences (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978).
How is victim motivation transformed from righteous indignation and craving for
vengeance to willingness to entertain the possibility of forgiveness? Prosocial transformation comes about via changes in the victim’s cognitive and emotional experiences: The
victim essentially thinks through the causes and implications of the transgression, developing a more benevolent, less blameful understanding of the event (e.g., identifying extenuating circumstances, acknowledging personal culpability). More or less concurrent with
such cognitive activity, the victim undergoes a critical affective shift, moving (sometimes
slowly) from fury and antagonism to compassion and caring for the perpetrator.1
The process by which benevolence replaces blame and compassion replaces antagonism is not necessarily (or typically) an immediate, unilateral response on the
part of victims. To begin with, the transformation process itself typically takes some
time. It is important to note that perpetrators, too, play a role in promoting (vs. impeding) the victim’s prosocial transformation. If perpetrators behave badly—for example,
by reacting in a defensive manner, minimizing the severity of a transgression, denying responsibility for it, or offering insincere apology—the transformation process
and forgiveness become very effortful and psychologically threatening for victims.
Defensive maneuvers on the part of perpetrators to some degree are understandable
in that victims and perpetrators often have differing perspectives on transgressions,
and perpetrators feel the need to justify their behavior not only to victims but also to
themselves. In contrast, when perpetrators exhibit genuine remorse, it becomes easier
for victims to undergo the sorts of cognitive and affective tempering upon which prosocial transformation rests.
Relational Repair. Of course, perpetrator apology and victim forgiveness do not
automatically yield reconciliation, defined as the resumption of pretransgression relationship status. From an interdependence perspective, the two most important considerations in understanding reconciliation center on restoring commitment, defined
as the extent to which each partner intends to persist in the relationship, feels psychologically attached to it, and exhibits long-term orientation toward it; and trust, defined
as the strength of each partner’s conviction that the other can be counted on to behave
in a benevolent manner. Commitment reliably motivates prosocial acts, such as accommodation and sacrifice; trust is based on each person’s perception that the other
is willing to engage in such prosocial acts (Rusbult, Olsen, Davis, & Hannon, 2001).
Thus, trust represents conviction regarding the strength of a partner’s commitment.
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Reconciling following a significant transgression entails mutual investment,
whereby both partners exert significant, coordinated effort to achieve a desired end
state—restored couple functioning (Kelley et al., 2003). To progress toward reconciliation, each partner must enact prosocial behaviors during interaction, and each
must sustain the energy and motivation to do so over an extended period of time. For
example, the victim must exhibit considerable good will, setting aside blame and
demonstrating willingness to begin afresh with a clean slate; the perpetrator must
exhibit mature acceptance of responsibility and enact repeated acts of amends to “repay his or her debt.” The partners may also need to renegotiate the norms that govern
their relationship, resolving conflicting views on what constitutes a transgression,
clarifying the terms of amends and forgiveness, or specifying the consequences of
future transgressions.2 Such behaviors are not always easy, especially in the wake of
an emotionally charged transgression. Accordingly, many couples experience a rough
road to reconciliation, in that the investments required of each person tend to be
costly or effortful. For example, the perpetrator may be tempted to justify his or her
actions by blaming the victim for the transgression; the victim may be tempted to reject the perpetrator’s apology and insist on retribution. Such lapses represent serious
setbacks, making it more challenging for each partner to opt for prosocial, reconciliation-facilitating behaviors in subsequent interactions.
Following relationship-shattering transgressions, does complete reconciliation
ever really come about, or does a powerful transgression forever leave its stamp on
a relationship? Can perpetrators offer sufficient amends to assuage their feelings of
guilt, or does the sense of indebtedness persistently color perpetrator-victim interactions? Do victims readily recover faith in their partners’ reliability and good will, or is
it simply too difficult to abandon transgression-relevant anxiety? We suggest that forgiveness and reconciliation are not all-or-nothing propositions and that in many instances—particularly among resilient and resourceful partners, and in relationships
with strong pretransgression circumstances—reconciliation can come about even in
the wake of relationship-shattering transgressions.

REVIEW OF EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
As noted earlier, we believe that interdependence theory is a very useful means of conceptualizing forgiveness as an inherently interpersonal phenomenon. Accordingly, in
the following pages we make use of this theoretical framework in reviewing the empirical literature regarding (a) reactions to transgressions, (b) the forgiveness process, and
(c) relational repair. Throughout this review, we refer readers to information presented
in Table 12.1, which includes summary information regarding participants, methods,
and findings for studies that examine transgressions, forgiveness, or reconciliation in
a relational context (i.e., transgressions in ongoing relationships). At the same time, in
reviewing the empirical literature, we also cite findings from nonrelational studies that
are relevant to a given issue (these nonrelational studies are not listed in Table 12.1).3
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St 1 Narratives

Baumeister,
Stillwell, &
Heatherton
(1995)

Transgressors

Community
sample

Marital
partners

Undergraduates Relational
partners
(32% DP,
39% FP)

Leary, Springer, St 1 Narratives
Negel, Amsell, &
Evans (1998)

Undergraduates Dating
partners

St 2 Survey

Finkel, Rusbult,
Kumashiro, &
Hannon (2002)
Undergraduates Relational
partners
(23% RP,
37% FP)

Undergraduates Relational
partners
(50% DP,
50% FP)

St 1 Scenario
study

Feldman,
Cauffman,
Jensen, & Arnett
(2000)

Kowalski, Walker, St 1 Narratives
Wilkinson,
Queen, & Sharpe
(2003)

Undergraduates Not specified
(reports as
both victim,
perpetrator)

Undergraduates Not specified
(reports as
Undergraduates
perpetrator)

St 1 Narratives

Smolen & Spiegel St 1 Survey
(1987)

Results

Provocative perpetrator behavior ↔ lower couple adjustment. Provocation-adjustment association stronger
among men with low internal locus of control.

Transgressions ↔ victim hurt, anxiety, anger, hostility. Relational devaluation, responsibility attributions
↔ greater victim distress. Compared with perpetrators, victims report greater perpetrator responsibility,
relational harm, erosion of trust.

Compared with perpetrators, victims describe transgressions as more aversive, perceive more negative
consequences, rate self less blameful and partner
more blameful. Perpetrators report more guilt.

Commitment ↔ more positive immediate and
delayed victim cognition and behavior, more
negative immediate victim emotion but more
positive delayed emotion.

Low tolerance of deviation, high self-restraint ↔ transgressions judged more harshly, as less acceptable.

Compared with perpetrators, victims regard transgressions as more arbitrary, incomprehensible, gratuitous. Victims perceive more continuing harm, lasting
damage, long-term consequences. Perpetrators regard
victims’ reactions as excessive.

Transgressions against close partners ↔ greater
perpetrator guilt. Perpetrator interpersonal neglect,
unfulfilled obligations, selfish actions ↔ greater perpetrator guilt. Guilt ↔ greater perpetrator confession,
apology, changes in behavior.

Reactions to transgressions

Participants

Baumeister,
Stillwell, &
Wotman (1990)

St 2 Narratives

Method

Empirical Research Regarding Reactions to Transgressions, the Forgiveness Process, and Relational Repair

Reference

TABLE 12.1.

Relational Repair
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St 2 Survey

Brown (2003)

Results

Forgiveness process

Relational part- Compared with perpetrators, victims perceive transners (19% RP, gression as continuing to exert negative effects. Victim
34% FP)
empathy ↔ benign victim interpretations of transgressions, greater forgiveness. Perpetrator empathy ↔ less
perpetrator self-forgiveness.

Transgressors

Community
sample

St 2 Survey

Marital partners Wife psychological aggression ↔ lesser husband
forgiveness (St 1). Husband psychological aggression ↔
Marital partners greater wife retaliation (St 1). Partner psychological
aggression ↔ greater retaliation (St 2). Partner
constructive communication ↔ greater forgiveness.

St 3 Observational

St 2 Interaction
records

St 1 Survey

Hannon,
Rusbult, Finkel,
& Kumashiro
(2004)

Undergraduates Dating partners Perpetrator amends ↔ greater victim forgiveness.
Undergraduates Dating partners Both amends and forgiveness account for unique
variance in resolving transgression incidents.
Effective resolution is associated with enhanced
Community
Marital partners couple well-being.
sample

Undergraduates Dating partners Pretransgression trust, commitment ↔ greater victim
forgiveness, perpetrator amends.

Undergraduates Dating partners Commitment ↔ greater victim forgiveness (positive
cognition, emotion, behavior).

St 3 Interaction
records
St 1 Survey

Undergraduates Dating partners Commitment ↔ more positive immediate and delayed
victim cognition and behavior, more negative immediate
victim emotion but more positive delayed emotion.

St 2 Survey

St 1 Experiment Undergraduates Dating partners Commitment prime → greater victim forgiveness
(absence of destructive reactions).

Community
sample

Undergraduates Dating partners Victim perspective taking, agreeableness, positive
attitude toward forgiveness ↔ greater victim forgiveUndergraduates Relational
ness. Victim depression, neuroticism, vengeance mopartners
tivation, number of transgressions recalled ↔ lesser
Undergraduates Not specified
victim forgiveness.

Community
sample

Participants

St 1 Survey

St 4 Survey

Hannon (2001)

Finkel, Rusbult,
Kumashiro, &
Hannon (2002)

Fincham &
Beach (2002)

St 1 Narratives

Zechmeister &
Romero (2002)

St 2 Survey

Method

Reference
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Relational
partners (type
not specified)

Undergraduates Not specified

Undergraduates Relational
partners
(50% FP)

St 2 Survey

Transgression severity, victim neuroticism ↔ lesser
victim forgiveness (benevolence, avoidance, revenge).
Victim agreeableness ↔ greater victim forgiveness.

Transgressions ↔ victim avoidance, revenge motivation. Lesser transgression severity, greater victim
empathy ↔ greater victim trend forgiveness. Lesser
victim responsibility attributions, greater empathy ↔
greater victim temporary forgiveness.

Victim vengefulness ↔ lesser victim forgiveness,
greater rumination, greater negative affectivity,
lower life satisfaction, lower agreeableness, greater
neuroticism.

Opportunity for perpetrator compensation, victim
insight, victim understanding ↔ greater victim
forgiveness.

St 2 Intervention Undergraduates Relational part- Victim empathy intervention → greater victim
ners (32% DP, empathy, forgiveness (compared with forgiveness21% FP)
only intervention and wait-list control group).
Sts Experiments Undergraduates, Dating partners Compared with later victim reactions, immediate
Community
(1), Marital
1–2
reactions to transgressions are more angry, blameful,
sample
partners (2)
vengeful, destructive. Compared with later victim
reactions, immediate reactions are less forgiving.
Sts Surveys
Undergraduates, Dating partners
Forgiveness rests on a transformation process.
Community
(3), Marital
3–4
sample
partners (4)

McCullough,
Worthington, &
Rachal (1997)

Rusbult, Davis,
Finkel, Hannon,
& Olsen (2004)

Undergraduates Dating partners Couple adjustment/commitment, victim empathy,
perpetrator apology ↔ greater victim forgiveness
Undergraduates Relational
(benevolence, avoidance, revenge). Victim rumination
partners (49%
↔ lesser victim forgiveness.
DP, 21% FP)

Undergraduates Relational
partners (33%
RP, 67% FP)

St 1 Survey

St 2 Longitudinal Undergraduates Relational
partners (42%
DP, 39% FP)

St 1 Longitudinal Undergraduates Relational
partners (43%
DP, 39% FP)

St 2 Survey

St 1 Longitudinal Undergraduates Relational
partners (type
not specified)

McCullough,
St 3 Survey
Rachal, Sandage,
St 4 Survey
Worthington,
Brown, & Hight
(1998)

McCullough &
Hoyt (2002)

McCullough,
Fincham, &
Tsang (2003)

McCullough,
Bellah,
Kilpatrick, &
Johnson (2001)

Hargrave & Sells St 1 Scale devel- Community
opment
sample
(1997)
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St 1 Qualitative
study

Holeman (2003)

Marital partners Victim forgiveness ↔ greater marital adjustment,
more positive beliefs about marriage.

Marital partners Male retaliation ↔ lesser resolution (report by
women). Female benevolence ↔ greater resolution
Marital partners (report by men). Male avoidance ↔ lesser resolution
(report by women).

St 4 Survey
Community
sample

Marital partners Victim forgiveness ↔ greater victim life satisfaction,
primarily in high-commitment relationships.

Note: For Method column, Survey = cross-sectional survey study, Longitudinal = longitudinal study. For Transgressors column, for Relational
partners only, we indicate the proportion of transgressions that were committed by DP = dating partners, FP = friends, MP = marital partners,
and RP = romantic partners. For Results column, → = causal impact demonstrated, ↔ = association demonstrated.

Karremans,
Van Lange,
Ouwerkerk, &
Kluwer (2003)

St 3 Experiment Undergraduates Not specified

Victim forgiveness → greater victim willingness to
accommodate, willingness to sacrifice, cooperative
behavior. Effects evident independent of commitment
to relationship. Forgiveness restores (rather than
enhances) pro-relationship motivation.

Clinical sample Marital partners Relationship with God ↔ greater couple resolution,
reconciliation.

Community
sample

Results

Marital partners Benign victim attributions ↔ greater victim
forgiveness ↔ greater marital quality. Attributions–
forgiveness association stronger among women.
Empathy–forgiveness association stronger
among men.

Relational repair

Transgressors

Karremans &
St 1 Experiment Undergraduates Not specified
Van Lange (2004)
St 2 Survey
Undergraduates Relational
partners (type
not specified)

St 1 Survey

Community
sample

St 2 Survey

Gordon &
Baucom (2003)

Community
sample

Fincham, Beach, St 1 Survey
& Davila (2004)

Participants

Community
sample

Method

Fincham,
St 1 Survey
Paleari, & Regalia
(2002)

Reference
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Reactions to Transgressions
In introducing our theoretical assumptions, we noted that transgressions entail victim
harm and represent norm violations, and therefore instigate a rather potent constellation of victim and perpetrator cognition, affect, and behavior. Indeed, the empirical
literature reveals that following transgressions, victims experience diverse negative
emotions, including anxiety, hurt, sadness, anger, and hostility (Leary, Springer, Negel, Amsell, & Evans, 1998; Ohbuchi, Kameda, & Agarie, 1989; Rusbult, Davis, Finkel,
Hannon, & Olsen, 2004; see reactions to transgressions in Table 12.1). Victims also
develop negative patterns of cognition, including confusion regarding the event and
its implications, tendencies to review transgression-relevant events obsessively, and
inclinations toward blameful attributions (Baumeister, Stillwell, & Wotman, 1990;
Rusbult et al., 2004). Finally, victims adopt negative behavioral tendencies, including avoidance of the perpetrator, holding of a grudge or vengeance seeking, and demands for atonement or retribution (Kremer & Stephens, 1983; McCullough, Fincham,
& Tsang, 2003; Rusbult et al., 2004).
Victim reactions have been shown to be moderated by personal dispositions,
properties of transgressions, and characteristics of the victim-perpetrator relationship. Reactions tend to be harsher, more hostile, and more vengeful among victims with low empathy, low tolerance of deviation, high self-restraint, and external
locus of control (Feldman, Cauffman, Jensen, & Arnett, 2000; McCullough et al.,
2003; Smolen & Spiegel, 1987). Reactions also vary as a function of the nature of
transgressions: Victims experience greater anxiety, avoidance, hostility, and desire
for vengeance in response to more severe transgressions, transgressions that imply
relational devaluation, and transgressions that are perceived to be deliberate and
controllable. Also, reactions tend to be stronger immediately following a transgression than at a later time (Finkel, Rusbult, Kumashiro, & Hannon, 2002; McCullough
et al., 2003). Finally, victim reactions vary as a function of the nature of the victimperpetrator relationship—cognitive and behavioral reactions tend to be less negative in highly committed relationships (although committed victims’ immediate
emotional reactions tend to be more negative than their later emotional reactions;
Finkel et al., 2002).
The empirical literature also reveals findings that are consistent with our assumptions regarding perpetrator behavior. Perpetrators experience guilt and remorse
when they commit transgressions by behaving selfishly, neglecting their partners, or
otherwise violating relational obligations (Baumeister, Stillwell, & Heatherton, 1995;
Tangney, Wagner, Hill-Barlow, Marschall, & Gramzow, 1996). Typically, feelings of
guilt induce patterns of perpetrator affect, cognition, and behavior that are conducive
to promoting victim forgiveness. For example, perpetrator guilt is associated with
displays of sadness and remorse, thoughts centering on concern for the victim, and
inclinations toward confession, apology, and amends.
However, victims and perpetrators do not always construe transgressions similarly. Research using narrative techniques has revealed that in comparison with perpetrators, victims experience greater distress; regard perpetrator behavior as more
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arbitrary, incomprehensible, and gratuitous; attribute responsibility more to the perpetrator than to the self; describe the transgression as more severe; and report that
the transgression exerted more damaging and enduring effects on the relationship
(Baumeister et al., 1990; Gonzales, Manning, & Haugen, 1992; Kowalski, Walker,
Wilkinson, Queen, & Sharpe, 2003; Leary et al., 1998; Zechmeister & Romero, 2002).
Perpetrators experience greater guilt than victims but also tend to regard victims’ reactions as somewhat excessive and out of line with the magnitude of the transgression
(Baumeister et al., 1990; Kowalski et al., 2003). Such fi ndings suggest that when posttransgression interaction reveals victim hostility, blame, and vengeance seeking that
implies culpability beyond what the perpetrator perceives is appropriate (e.g., when
victims fail to account for extenuating circumstances), perpetrators exhibit defensive
maneuvers. Under such circumstances, perpetrators deflect blame, cognitively justify
transgressions (to others and to themselves), and become reluctant to offer amends
commensurate with what victims believe is owed. Thus, and consistent with our theoretical framework, transgressions are problematic interdependence dilemmas. On
the basis of victims’ and perpetrators’ initial reactions, the road to forgiveness would
appear to be a difficult one.

The Forgiveness Process
Forgiveness Rests on Prosocial Motives. Our interdependence-based analysis suggests that forgiveness should be conceptualized as a psychological transformation
of the transgression, such that the victim’s powerful impulse toward vengeance is
tempered, thereby clearing the way for forgiveness. We describe this process as a prosocial transformation whereby the victim takes broader considerations into account
than the transgression per se (e.g., concern for the partner, prosocial norms or values).
Consistent with this claim, a variety of prosocial dispositions have been shown to be
associated with forgiveness. For example, victims are more forgiving to the extent that
they attempt to “walk in their partners’ shoes,” exhibiting greater empathy and more
pronounced tendencies toward perspective taking (Brown, 2003; Fincham, Paleari,
& Regalia, 2002; McCullough et al., 2003; McCullough et al., 1997; see Forgiveness
process in Table 12.1). Greater forgiveness is also evident among victims who score
higher in agreeableness, are more tolerant of deviation, and exhibit greater insight
and understanding (Brown, 2003; Feldman et al., 2000; Hargrave & Sells, 1997; McCullough, Bellah, Kilpatrick, & Johnson, 2001; McCullough & Hoyt, 2002). In addition, victims tend to be less forgiving when they possess dispositions or values that
interfere with compassionate orientation toward others—for example, to the extent
that they score higher in depression, neuroticism, negative affectivity, and vengeance
motivation (Brown, 2003; McCullough et al., 2001, 2003; McCullough & Hoyt, 2002).
Thus, it would appear that prosocial transformation and forgiveness are promoted to
the extent that victims (a) possess the ability and inclination to see the world through
others’ eyes (empathy, perspective taking), (b) possess dispositions or values that allow
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them to “make themselves open” to alternative points of view (agreeableness, tolerance, understanding), and (c) do not dedicate undue energy to their personal interests
and concerns (do not exhibit undue entitlement, narcissism, neuroticism, negative
affectivity, vengeance motivation).
Forgiveness Rests on Prosocial Cognition and Affect. Our interdependence-based
analysis also outlines the means by which prosocial transformation takes place via
changes in the victim’s cognitive and emotional state. Specifically, we suggest that
the victim thinks through the causes and implications of the transgression, develops
a more benevolent and less blameful understanding of the event, and (concurrently)
develops increased compassion and caring for the perpetrator. Consistent with this
point of view, victim mental processes appear to play a central role in promoting (vs.
impeding) forgiveness. Victims are less likely to forgive to the extent that they exhibit
greater rumination and recall a greater number of prior transgressions, and are more
likely to forgive to the extent that they develop more benign attributions regarding the
causes of the perpetrator’s actions (Brown, 2003; Fincham et al., 2002; McCullough et
al., 2001, 2003). In addition, it appears that in highly committed relationships, victims
experience stronger prosocial motivation, which yields more benign attributions and
benevolent affect, and in turn promotes positive behavior and enhanced forgiveness
(Finkel et al., 2002). Moreover—and not surprising—victims fi nd it easier to develop
benign interpretations and experience benevolent affect in response to transgressions
that are less severe and that do not imply relational devaluation (Leary et al., 1998;
McCullough et al., 2003; McCullough & Hoyt, 2002).
Forgiveness Takes Time. Our interdependence-based framework also suggests that
the forgiveness process is not necessarily (or usually) immediate. Interestingly, whereas
most (or all) theoretical analyses imply that forgiveness is a process that involves prosocial change in victim orientation, most empirical investigations of this process examine
forgiveness at a single point in time (see chapter 7 by McCullough & Root). In a landmark paper, McCullough, Fincham, and Tsang (2003) presented a thought experiment
to demonstrate why such single-assessment methods are inadequate to capture the
forgiveness process. We are asked to imagine Alan and Bill, each of whose partners
committed a transgression on Day 0. On a vengeance-seeking scale, Alan scores 4.0
in vengeance seeking on Day 0 and scores 3.1 on Day 35, whereas Bill scores 3.1 in
vengeance seeking on Day 0 and scores 3.1 on Day 35. Who is more forgiving? Three
conclusions are plausible: (a) Bill is more forgiving, because on Day 0 he is less vengeful than Alan (3.1 vs. 4.0), (b) the two are equally forgiving, because on Day 35 they
exhibit equal vengeance seeking (3.1 vs. 3.1), or (c) Alan is more forgiving, because he
exhibits a greater decline over time in vengeance seeking (4.0 to 3.1) than does Bill
(3.1 to 3.1). McCullough and his colleagues (2003) propose that the third conclusion
is correct and suggest that forgiveness should be measured in terms of change over
time in prosocial motivation. Based on this analysis, forgiveness is argued to include
two components: forbearance, which describes the degree to which a victim initially
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exhibits forgiveness; and trend forgiveness, which describes the degree to which a
victim becomes increasingly forgiving over time.4 These authors also present empirical evidence demonstrating that both components account for unique variance in forgiveness and that the two components may sometimes be shaped by differing causes.
Despite the strengths of this analysis—and despite our rather wholehearted endorsement of this general approach—we propose that the McCullough et al. (2003)
forbearance construct conflates two distinct processes that we term restraint and forbearance. From an interdependence perspective, restraint (one aspect of psychological transformation) transpires in the seconds immediately following a transgression
and entails overriding gut-level impulses toward vengeance; whereas forbearance (a
second aspect of transformation) transpires in the minutes and hours following a
transgression, rests on relatively conscious and active meaning analysis (including
both cognitive and affective events), and entails developing increased prosocial orientation (the latter roughly parallels the analysis of McCullough et al., 2003). The
third process in our three-stage model is extended forgiveness, which roughly parallels trend forgiveness, except that this stage spans a period from several hours following a transgression to several days or months following a transgression.5
Why is it important to distinguish between restraint and forbearance? Our analysis suggests that victims’ gut-level impulses tend to be hostile and vengeful. Thus, to
understand fully how far a victim has progressed toward forgiveness, it is important
to assess victims’ immediate impulses (i.e., given preferences)—their cognition, affect, and behavioral impulses immediately following a transgression (i.e., within minutes or seconds; McCullough et al. [2003] assessed forgiveness several days or weeks
following a transgression). From a theoretical point of view, gut-level, given impulses
are the logical starting point for analysis, in that these behavioral preferences are
a close approximation of the character of the interpersonal situation in which victim and perpetrator find themselves. Moreover, human mental processes can be very
fast—close to instantaneous. Thus, some portion of the psychological tempering that
transpires following a transgression will take place in the seconds and minutes following the victim’s initial perception of a transgression. This is particularly true in
ongoing relationships, in that partners with a history (and perhaps a future) with one
another have adapted to one another over the course of prior interactions; they have
developed assumptions and beliefs about one another; and they have shaped one another’s dispositions, values, and behavioral tendencies. In short, they have developed
habitual patterns of response (Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003). Thus, to ascertain how far
a victim has progressed toward forgiveness (i.e., to track the transformation process),
we must tap into gut-level impulses; to tap into gut-level impulses, it is necessary to
assess truly immediate reactions to transgressions.
Rusbult et al. (2004) presented two sets of studies to support their three-stage
model of forgiveness. First, they conducted two studies (of dating and marital relations) to demonstrate that the forgiveness process begins within seconds (not days)
following a transgression. Participants listened to a tape recording that presented hypothetical (yet common) transgressions (e.g., “your partner lies to you about something
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important”). For each transgression, they confronted a forced choice between a constructive (forgiving) reaction and a destructive (vengeful) reaction. Participants were
given either 7 or 14 s to read and respond to the forced-choice options. In comparison
with participants in the plentiful reaction time condition (14 s), those in the limited
reaction time condition (7 s) were 50% more likely to select vengeful, retaliatory reactions. These findings support the claim that the forgiveness process (restraint, in
particular) begins within seconds of experiencing a transgression.
In a second set of studies (of dating and marital relations), participants were
asked to recall a prior transgression committed by their partners, to vividly bring
that incident to mind, and to provide descriptions of their reactions at three points in
time—the responses they considered enacting immediately following the transgression, the reactions they actually enacted immediately following the transgression,
and the reactions they enacted at a later time. Consistent with our interdependencebased analysis, participants exhibit significant increases over time in forgiveness. It is
important to note that different variables predict responses across the three stages:
1. Restraint is predicted by the severity of a transgression but not by empathy or
commitment (in support of the claim that preferences at this stage are essentially
“given” by the transgression situation).
2. Forbearance is predicted by restraint tendencies but not by severity or empathy
(among married individuals, habit, as embodied in commitment level, is also a
significant predictor).
3. Extended forgiveness is predicted by commitment level but not by severity or forbearance (among dating individuals, meaning analysis, as embodied in empathy,
is also a significant predictor).
The slight differences in findings for dating versus marital relationships are attributable to strength of habit. Married individuals have stronger histories, or stronger
commitment-driven tendencies; dating individuals lack such habit, so forgiveness is a
more extended process that rests on empathy as well as commitment.
Forgiveness is Interpersonal. As noted earlier, much of the existing work regarding forgiveness has been victim-centered, emphasizing the intrapersonal processes
by which victims come to forgive perpetrators (Freedman, 1998; Kremer & Stephens,
1983). We suggest that whereas this approach may be entirely suitable in settings
wherein victim and offender have neither a past nor a future with one another, it is a
less suitable orientation for understanding forgiveness in ongoing relationships. We
suggest that perpetrators, too, may play a role in promoting (or impeding) prosocial
transformation and forgiveness. In this regard, we define amends as the perpetrator’s
inclination to accept responsibility for a transgression, offering sincere apology and
genuine atonement.
Why should perpetrator amends promote forgiveness? First, amends may exert
beneficial effects on victim cognition and emotion, thereby enhancing the probability

RT9491_C012.indd 197

5/13/05 10:36:56 AM

198

Handbook of Forgiveness

of prosocial victim transformation. For example, by discussing the incident in a concerned and apologetic manner, the perpetrator may help the victim develop feelings
of empathy, thereby promoting a more positive emotional state, or may identify extenuating circumstances, thereby promoting less malevolent attributions regarding
the perpetrator’s motives (Fincham et al., 2002; McCullough et al., 1998). Second,
amends may yield superior immediate outcomes for the victim, providing partial debt
repayment and thereby “cooling” the interaction: When a perpetrator responds to the
victim’s righteous indignation with heartfelt apology rather than anger and defensiveness, the victim experiences superior immediate outcomes, which should inhibit
the victim’s tendency toward vengeance and hostility. Third, by admitting guilt and
accepting personal responsibility, the perpetrator improves future interaction opportunities (i.e., helps to create “a better future”) in that heartfelt amends acknowledges
the existence of a debt that the perpetrator wishes to repay (making it easier for the
victim to move toward renewed trust) and provides reassurance that the transgression will not recur (Baumeister et al., 1995). Thus, in the wake of perpetrator amends,
the victim should find it less psychologically costly—less risky or humiliating—to
offer the healing hand of forgiveness.
Unfortunately, few empirical studies have examined how perpetrator behavior
affects the forgiveness process. Narrative studies of guilt experiences suggest that
guilt-inducing incidents are more likely to involve close partners than strangers or
acquaintances and that the experience of guilt frequently motivates acts of amends
(apology, confession, behavior change; Baumeister et al., 1995). Experimental research
suggests that perpetrator apology promotes victim forgiveness, at least in the context
of stranger interactions (Gonzales et al., 1992; Weiner, Graham, Peter, & Zmuidinas,
1991). Finally, studies of ongoing relationships—relationships in which partners have
a past and a future with one another—have revealed the following:
1. Perpetrators are more likely to offer amends in relationships characterized by
strong pretransgression trust and commitment (Hannon, 2001).
2. When victims perceive that perpetrators seek to “cancel” the negative consequences of their actions and communicate in a positive manner, forgiveness is
more probable (Fincham & Beach, 2002; McCullough et al., 1998).
3. During conversations regarding transgression incidents, perpetrator amends promote increases over time in levels of victim forgiveness (Hannon, Rusbult, Finkel,
& Kumashiro, 2004).

Relational Repair
There is no guarantee that perpetrator amends and victim forgiveness will necessarily yield reconciliation. Even in the event of complete forgiveness, one or both partners may find that they continue to monitor one another’s actions carefully, interact
in an unnatural manner, or find it difficult to recover pretransgression levels of trust.
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Thus, to understand the aftermath of transgressions fully, it is important to examine
not only forgiveness but also reconciliation, or the successful resumption of pretransgression relationship status. Earlier, we suggested that two key issues in reconciliation are commitment and trust (on the part of both partners): Were commitment and
trust of sufficient strength prior to the transgression to provide a solid basis for reconciliation? and, Can commitment and trust be recovered following a transgression?
We also proposed that reconciliation entails mutual investment whereby both partners exert significant, coordinated effort to achieve restored couple functioning (e.g.,
setting aside blame, offering repeated acts of amends, renegotiating couple norms).
Reconciliation does not necessarily mean that a relationship does not change or that
conditions revert fully to “the way it was before.” Depending on the nature and severity of a transgression, a relationship may return to its pretransgression state or may
move forward with new norms and expectations.
Relatively little research has been oriented toward studying the reconciliation
process. The few studies that have examined posttransgression relational circumstances have revealed that later couple well-being (e.g., marital quality, dyadic adjustment) is promoted by the sorts of victim and perpetrator behaviors discussed earlier.
On the victim’s part, couple well-being is promoted by empathy, benign attributions
regarding the transgression, “letting go” of hurt feelings, and forgiveness; on the perpetrator’s part, couple well-being is promoted by apology, amends, and promises not to
repeat the transgression (Fincham et al., 2002; Gordon & Baucom, 2003; see Relational
repair in Table 12.1). Research regarding relational repair has also demonstrated that
male partners’ retaliation is negatively associated with confl ict resolution and that
female partners’ benevolence is positively associated with conflict resolution; that is,
wives’ forgiveness promotes conflict resolution, whereas their husbands’ unforgiveness impairs conflict resolution (Fincham, Beach, & Davila, 2004). Finally, it appears
that forgiveness indeed helps couples move toward reconciliation, in that following
forgiveness, victims recover their inclinations to engage in a wide range of prosocial
relationship-maintenance behaviors, including accommodation, willingness to sacrifice, and other cooperative, prosocial acts (this work did not examine perpetrators’
postforgiveness behavior; Karremans & Van Lange, 2004). Collectively, these findings
suggest that in the wake of transgression, both partners’ actions have important implications for future couple well-being.
Although transgressions tend to be very upsetting and potentially quite harmful,
it is important to recognize that such incidents can also be highly diagnostic (Holmes & Rempel, 1989). In the aftermath of transgression, the manner in which partners comport themselves provides meaningful information that would not be evident
during periods of “smooth sailing”—information about each person’s dispositions,
values, and motives, as well as their probable future behavior. For example, if perpetrators promise that the transgression will not recur, apologize for causing pain, and
work to “repay their debt,” victims have reason to believe that perpetrators value the
relationship and are committed to relational norms. Similarly, if victims listen to the
“other side of the story” and accept perpetrator apology, perpetrators gain important
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information about how the victim responds to conflict. Conciliatory behavior of this
sort may do much to reduce uncertainty, assuage anxiety, and increase intimacy; such
behavior may also enhance the couple’s ability to deal with stressful situations and
may reduce the likelihood of further transgressions. Therefore, in the wake of serious
transgressions, it is not surprising that in comparison with couples who have not yet
achieved forgiveness, those who report forgiveness also report higher levels of marital
adjustment (Gordon & Baucom, 2003). Moreover, it appears that reconciliation-relevant behaviors (e.g., victim forgiveness) are associated with later life satisfaction,
particularly in the context of highly committed relationships (Karremans, Van Lange,
Ouwerkerk, & Kluwer, 2003). Thus—and consistent with our interdependence theoretic analysis—it would appear that “reconciliation is worth it,” particularly to the
extent that “a relationship is worth it.”

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL INTERVENTIONS
What are the implications of an interdependence-based analysis for clinical interventions? We are gratified that the implications of our analysis align well with existing
interventions of demonstrated utility. To begin with, it should be clear that for transgressions committed in the context of ongoing relationships, interventions must be
conjoint—interventions that are oriented toward just one partner are unlikely to be
maximally effective. At present, the most prominent conjoint techniques are those
involving both behavioral and cognitive interventions—for example, integrative behavior therapy, emotion-focused couple therapy, and insight-oriented couple therapy
(Baucom & Epstein, 1990). Behavioral interventions should include skills training
and exercises designed to increase rates of constructive interpersonal acts centering
on victim restraint (e.g., controlling the impulse to lash out when hurt, reducing the
frequency of hostile accusations), perpetrator amends (e.g., offering genuine apology,
engaging in heartfelt amends), and couple reconciliation (e.g., sustained, coordinated
investments toward the goal of restoring mutual trust). Such interventions might be
augmented by constructive renegotiation of the norms that govern a relationship—how
does each partner interpret “the rules,” what constitutes reasonable “debt repayment”
on the part of a perpetrator, and what are the consequences of future transgressions?
For example, although one transgression of a specified type might eventually be forgivable, a second such transgression would not be.
Cognitive interventions should be oriented toward promoting the sorts of benevolent, partner-oriented mental events (cognitive and affective) upon which prosocial
transformation rests. To begin with, interventions should address problematic beliefs
or expectations. For example, the victim may believe that a transgression is indicative of a complete lack of respect on the part of the perpetrator, or the perpetrator may
believe that a victim’s impulse toward vengeance reflects excessive sensitivity or irrationality. Moreover, interventions should address the attributions partners form about
one another’s actions—for example, guiding victims away from stable, global, internal
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attributions regarding the causes of transgressions and toward attributions that recognize extenuating factors and possible personal culpability. Indeed, interventions oriented toward enhancing empathy and perspective taking presumably are beneficial
because they inhibit distress-maintaining attributions and promote relatively benevolent cognition and affect, thereby paving the way for prosocial transformation and
forgiveness (McCullough et al., 1997). Finally, cognitive interventions should address
the core, prosocial motives upon which forgiveness, amends, and reconciliation rest.
For example, couples could be encouraged to recognize and acknowledge the extent
of their reliance on one another, thereby priming underlying commitment; couples
could be encouraged to recall and acknowledge one another’s prior acts of benevolence, thereby priming underlying trust.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
Our interdependence-based analysis has numerous implications for the manner in
which social scientists conceptualize and empirically examine forgiveness. We limit
our comments to two implications that we believe are particularly important. First,
we believe it is critical to conceptualize forgiveness as a process that rests on a fundamental, psychological transformation of the transgression situation. As such, we
can learn much about forgiveness by attending to the micro-level mental events that
transpire following transgressions. For example, precisely how do victims manage
to restrain their gut-level impulses toward vengeance, what sorts of dispositional
and situational factors influence the exercise of restraint, and precisely how does
the exercise of restraint affect perpetrators? What cognitive, affective, and behavioral
tendencies—on the part of both victim and perpetrator—most effectively and reliably promote forgiveness, and do key tendencies operate similarly in promoting both
short-term and long-term benevolence (i.e., do parallel factors promote both forbearance and extended forgiveness)? At present, very few theoretical, methodological, or
statistical models incorporate such features.
Second, and importantly, we return to the assertion advanced at the beginning of
this chapter. We believe that although the traditional, victim-focused approach may be
informative as a means of characterizing forgiveness in fundamentally ahistoric settings
(following transgressions committed by strangers, e.g., hit-and-run drivers), such an approach is quite limited as a means of understanding forgiveness in ongoing relationships.
Given that many consequential transgressions are committed by those who are closest to
us, we have argued that scientists should adopt an inherently interpersonal approach to
understanding forgiveness—an approach that examines the critical roles played by both
victim and perpetrator. Thus, we call for further theoretical and empirical work regarding the relatively understudied, inherently interpersonal aspects of forgiveness, particularly the roles of perpetrator behavior in promoting forgiveness and of both victim and
perpetrator in bringing about reconciliation and relational repair.
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CONCLUSIONS
Our goals in this chapter were twofold. First, we sought to underscore the impediments
to forgiveness—thereby illuminating the psychological challenges of this process—
by highlighting the fundamental human tendency of victims to react to norm violations with righteous indignation and vengeful impulses (as well as the fundamental
human tendency of perpetrators to defend and justify their actions). We argued that
the concept of psychological transformation provides a good means of characterizing
the process by which individuals fi nd their way to genuine forgiveness (as well as to
heartfelt amends). We also suggested that a more carefully articulated model of this
process may be warranted. We proposed a three-stage model of forgiveness, including
restraint, forbearance, and extended forgiveness. Second—and hand in hand with our
fi rst goal—we sought to promote an essentially interpersonal characterization of forgiveness in the context of ongoing relationships, emphasizing the critical roles played
by both victim and perpetrator in promoting (vs. impeding) forgiveness and relational
repair. We believe that interdependence theory provides a very useful set of concepts
and principles for understanding these phenomena—a set of concepts that not only
illuminate our scientific understanding of these phenomena but also suggest why certain types of clinical interventions are most likely to be effective.

NOTES
1. Of course, the transformation process may also become relatively automatic. Over the course of extended involvement, partners may develop habitual tendencies toward specific types of transformation, such that psychological transformation comes about with little or no mediation by mental events
(e.g., strong commitment or high trust may automatically instigate prosocial transformation).
2. Importantly, renegotiation may help reintroduce the sense of predictability and controllability that
was shattered by the transgression, promoting restored commitment and trust.
3. In light of the fact that the forgiveness literature is growing dramatically, this review should be regarded as selective rather than comprehensive.
4. These authors also describe a third component, termed temporary forgiveness. We will not discuss
this component because it is irrelevant to the concerns of this chapter.
5. Moreover, in discussing both forbearance and extended forgiveness, we highlight the fact that critical interpersonal events may transpire during the latter two stages—interpersonal events that may
play a crucial role in shaping the forgiveness process, including perpetrator confession, apology, or
amends. We return to this point later.
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Chapter Thirteen

“’Til Lack of Forgiveness
Doth Us Part”: Forgiveness
and Marriage
Frank D. Fincham
Julie H. Hall
Steven R. H. Beach

B

ecause those we love are paradoxically the ones we are most likely to hurt, it is
critical to understand forgiveness in close relationships. Indeed, spouses report
that the capacity to seek and grant forgiveness is one of the most important factors contributing to marital longevity and marital satisfaction (Fenell, 1993), and marital therapists note that forgiveness is a challenging but necessary part of the healing
process for major relationship transgressions such as infidelity (Gordon & Baucom,
1999). Likewise, forgiveness of everyday hurts may contribute to relationship strength
in numerous ways (Fincham, Beach, & Davila, 2004). This chapter explores forgiveness as it operates within the context of marriage, considering the existing research
that has been done in this area as well as identifying promising directions for future
research. We also address how forgiveness can be applied in interventions with individual couples and groups of couples within the community. Finally, we discuss our
theoretical perspectives on the forgiveness field as a whole. Before embarking on this
exploration, we fi rst make explicit our theoretical assumptions about the construct of
forgiveness.

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
Notwithstanding the lack of a consensual definition of forgiveness, common to most
definitions is the idea of a freely chosen motivational transformation in which the
desire to seek revenge and to avoid contact with the transgressor is lessened, a process sometimes described as an altruistic gift (e.g., Enright, Freedman, & Rique, 1998;
Worthington, 2001). However, recent studies of marital forgiveness have challenged
207
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this assumption of a unidimensional motivational change, questioning the notion that
forgiveness is limited to a decrease in negative motivation (Fincham, 2000; Fincham
& Beach, 2002; Fincham et al., 2004). There is emerging evidence that forgiveness
also entails a positive motivational state that forms the foundation for approach, or
conciliatory, behavior. It is therefore important to consider both positive and negative dimensions of forgiveness, because the presence of positive motivation cannot be
inferred from the absence of negative motivation. We also distinguish our definition
of forgiveness from constructs such as denial (unwillingness to perceive the injury),
condoning (removes the offense and hence need for forgiveness), pardon (granted
only by a representative of society, such as a judge), forgetting (removes awareness of
offense from consciousness; to forgive is more than not thinking about the offense),
and reconciliation (restores a relationship and is therefore a dyadic process). In sum,
we assume forgiveness constitutes a transformation in motivation toward a transgressor that comprises both positive and negative dimensions (for details see Fincham &
Beach, 2001).

What Do We Know About Forgiveness in Marriage?
Despite a burgeoning literature on forgiveness, relatively little is known about how
forgiveness operates in marriage. It is evident that general theoretical accounts of
forgiveness may not apply to forgiveness in marriage, because the forgiveness process
may have different antecedents, correlates, or consequences in marital relationships
than in other relationships. This has led some researchers to cite the lack of integration of forgiveness theory and marriage theory as one of the most significant problems in the current forgiveness literature (Gordon, Baucom, & Snyder, 2000). In Table
13.1, we summarize existing research on forgiveness in marriage. It can be seen that
forgiveness has a number of correlates in marriage, including relationship and life
satisfaction, intimacy, attributions, and affect, and that it predicts psychological aggression, marital conflict, and behavior toward the spouse after a transgression.
Critique. Although important fi rst steps have recently been taken in the exploration of marital forgiveness, several limitations of this research are evident. One major
shortcoming is the tendency, also found in forgiveness research more generally, to
obtain data on forgiveness and its correlates from a single source. Even when obtained from both spouses, data tend to be analyzed separately by spouse. Both of
these circumstances fail to take into account interdependence between spouses. It is
undoubtedly important to explore how a husband’s forgiveness relates to his reports of
marital quality, communication, and so on. However, it is equally important to assess
how husbands’ forgiveness is related to wives’ perceptions of these same relationship
variables. It is therefore important to include both spouses in the same analysis and
to examine cross-spousal effects. This approach is illustrated in a recent study in
which wives’ benevolent motivation predicted husbands’ reports of better confl ict resolution, and husbands’ retaliation and avoidance predicted wives’ reports of poorer
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Negative dimension of forgiveness positively associated with aggression and negatively associated with marital satisfaction. Positive dimension of forgiveness positively associated with marital
satisfaction for Hs.
Hs’ positive forgiveness was negatively related to Ws’ aggression and positively related to Ws’ satisfaction. Hs’ willingness to
forgive predicted Ws’ psychological aggression, controlling for
marital satisfaction. Ws’ retaliation predicted Hs’ psychological
aggression after controlling for satisfaction.
A two-factor model of forgiveness was supported, and the negative
and positive dimensions of forgiveness showed similar associations with marital variables as in Study 1. Negative forgiveness
was inversely associated with communication, whereas positive
forgiveness was positively related to communication.
Spousal negative forgiveness was positively related to the partner’s
psychological aggression and negative forgiveness, and negatively
related to the partner’s satisfaction, communication, and positive
forgiveness.
(continues)

Community; 20 newlywed couples
assigned to 1 of 2 marital enrichment programs or a control group
Community; 71 British couples in
third year of marriage

Community
Study 1: 44 British couples in the
fi rst year of marriage

Study 2: 66 British couples

Burchard et al.
(2003)
Journal

Fincham (2000)
Journal

Fincham & Beach
(2002)
Journal

Negative associations with confl ict-promoting responsibility attributions and positive associations with communication behavior
and marital quality.
Forgiveness fully mediated the relationship between responsibility attributions and communication behavior when controlling for
marital quality.
Forgiveness also predicted retaliatory and conciliatory responses to
partner injury when controlling for marital quality, hurt, and time.

Trait forgiveness positively associated with quality of life, and
couples in the forgiveness-based condition showed a marginally
significant increase in quality of life.

Community; 46 married couples in Positive associations with marital satisfaction, communication,
a forgiveness intervention or a con- emotional intimacy, and intellectual intimacy.
trol group
A forgiveness-based intervention was shown to enhance each of
these four variables.

Alvaro (2001)
Dissertation

Findings

Sample type and description

Studies That Have Investigated Forgiveness in Married Couples

Study and source

TABLE 13.1.
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Fincham, Paleari,
& Regalia (2002)
Journal

Community
A two-factor model of forgiveness was supported, in which the posiStudy 1: 52 British couples in their tive and negative dimensions were moderately and inversely related.
third year of marriage
For Hs only, the negative dimension was positively associated
with ineffective confl ict resolution and negatively associated with
own marital satisfaction and Ws’ satisfaction.
For both spouses, the positive dimension of forgiveness was negatively related to ineffective confl ict resolution and positively associated with own marital satisfaction. Hs’ retaliatory impulses
predicted Ws’ reports of ineffective conflict resolution after controlling for marital satisfaction. Ws’ benevolence negatively predicted Hs’ reported ineffective confl ict resolution.

Fincham, Beach,
& Davila (2004)
Journal

Community
Italian Hs (n = 79) and Ws
(n = 92) from long-term
marriages

Positive associations with marital quality, benign attributions, and
emotional empathy, and inverse association with negative affective reactions.
Responsibility attributions, negative affective reactions, and
emotional empathy directly predicted forgiveness. Responsibility
attributions were more predictive of forgiveness for Ws, whereas
emotional empathy was a better predictor of forgiveness in Hs.
Marital quality facilitated forgiveness indirectly through attributions but did not account for unique variance in forgiveness.

Study 2: 96 American couples from A three-factor model (i.e., benevolence, retaliation, avoidance) of
long-term marriages
forgiveness was supported. A pattern of correlations similar to
those in Study 1 was found.
Hs’ avoidance predicted Ws’ reported ineffective confl ict resolution, even after controlling for marital satisfaction.
Ws’ benevolence negatively predicted Hs’ reported ineffective confl ict resolution.

Spousal positive forgiveness was positively related to the partner’s satisfaction, communication, and positive forgiveness. Spousal positive
forgiveness was negatively related to the other partner’s aggression.
The two forgiveness dimensions accounted for significant variance
in satisfaction. However, positive dimension accounted for unique
variance in Ws’ satisfaction, whereas the negative dimension accounted for unique variance in Hs’ satisfaction.

Findings

Sample type and description

Studies That Have Investigated Forgiveness in Married Couples (continued)

Study and source

TABLE 13.1.
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Kachadourian,
College and community
Fincham, & Davila Study 1: 184 undergraduates
(2004)
in dating relationships
Journal

Positive associations with model of self, model of other, and relationship satisfaction. Models of self and other predicted the tendency to forgive, and there was a significant interaction between
these two predictors. For individuals with more negative models
of self, there was no relationship between model of other and the
(continues)

Study 2: 79 British couples in long- Parents did not concur on how likely they were to forgive their
term marriages
child. As in Study 1, Hs and Ws showed variability in their unique
willingness to forgive and perceptions of being forgiven by their
spouse, beyond the variance accounted for actor/partner effects.
Again, reactions to spouse transgressions determined largely by
relationship-specific factors, rather than individual tendencies
toward forgiveness or forgivability. The same pattern was found
for perceived forgiveness by one’s spouse for one’s own transgressions. After controlling for transgression severity and closeness,
trust accounted for significant variance in these relationship effects for forgiveness, but only for Ws’ forgiveness of Hs. In terms
of perceived forgiveness, trust and closeness predicted significant
variance in Ws’ ratings of being forgiven by their Hs.

Spouses concurred on how likely they were to forgive their child.
Hs and Ws showed variability in their unique willingness to forgive and perceptions of being forgiven by their spouse, beyond
the variance accounted for by actor or partner effects. Reactions
to spouse transgressions were determined largely by relationship-specific factors, rather than individual tendencies toward
forgiveness or forgivability. Same pattern was found for perceived
forgiveness by one’s spouse for one’s own transgressions. Ineffective arguing accounted for significant variance in these relationship effects, for both forgiveness and perceived forgiveness.

Community
Study 1: 96 American couples in
long-term marriages

Hoyt, Fincham,
McCullough,
Maio, & Davila
(in press)
Journal

Spouses were grouped into three stages of forgiveness. Groups differed in global ratings of forgiveness; spouses in Stage 1 report the
least forgiveness, least positive marital assumptions, and lowest
marital satisfaction, whereas spouses in Stage 3 report the highest levels of these variables. In terms of psychological closeness,
spouses in Stage 1 scored lowest, and those in Stage 3 scored highest. This pattern was reversed for perceptions of partners’ power
in the marriage.

Gordon & Baucom Community; 107 married couples
(2003)
Journal

Forgiveness and Marriage
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Forgiveness positively associated with marital satisfaction and
negatively related to rumination and ambivalence. There was a
significant interaction between ambivalence and rumination, even
after controlling for marital quality and event severity. For spouses
who ruminated frequently, increased ambivalence was associated
with lower forgiveness. There was no relationship between ambivalence and forgiveness for individuals who did not ruminate.
Partner-specific forgiveness was positively associated with life
satisfaction, and this association was stronger than the association
between general forgiveness and life satisfaction. Partner-specific
and general forgiveness were positively related, as were spouses’
reports of partner-specific forgiveness.

Kachadourian,
Community; 87 couples in longFincham, & Davila term marriages
(2005)
Journal

Karremans, Van
Community; 119 married couples
Lange, Ouwerkerk,
& Kluwer (2003)
Journal

tendency to forgive. However, model of other predicted a greater
tendency to forgive among those with more positive models of self.
Tendency to forgive also predicted relationship satisfaction and
partially mediated the association between model of other and
relationship satisfaction.

Findings

Tendency to forgive and actual forgiveness were positively associated
with one another and to model of self, model of other, and relationship satisfaction. Hs’ marital satisfaction was positively associated
with Ws’ tendency to forgive, and Ws’ models of self and other were
positively related to Hs’ forgiveness. Models of self and other predicted the tendency to forgive, but there was a significant interaction
between these two predictors for Ws only. For Ws with more negative
models of self, there was no relationship between model of other and
the tendency to forgive. However, model of other predicted a greater
tendency to forgive among those with more positive models of self.
Tendency to forgive also predicted marital satisfaction. Tendency to
forgive partially mediated the association between model of other
and marital satisfaction for Hs, and partially mediated the association between model of self and marital satisfaction for both spouses.
The tendency to forgive predicted actual forgiveness of a transgression. However, for Hs there was an interaction such that the tendency
to forgive predicted actual forgiveness only for high-severity events.

Sample type and description

Studies That Have Investigated Forgiveness in Married Couples (continued)

Study 2: 96 couples in long-term
marriages

Study and source

TABLE 13.1.
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Forgiveness was positively associated with marital satisfaction
and communication. Couples in the forgiveness-based group
showed a greater improvement in communication at follow-up
than couples in the control group but did not differ from couples
in the hope-focused group. The three treatment groups did not
differ in terms of marital quality or forgiveness at post-test and
follow-up.

Community; 43 married couples
assigned to one of two marital
enrichment programs or a
control group

Clinical; 5 married couples seeking At posttreatment, forgiveness skills had increased, with gains for
therapy
subscales of insight, trust, and overt forgiveness. However, at
follow-up, gains were maintained only for trust.
Community; 20 newly married
couples assigned to a control group
or 1 of 2 marital enrichment programs*

Community; 84 married
individuals

Ripley &
Worthington
(2002)
Journal

Sells, Giordano,
& King (2002)
Journal

Vaughan (2001)
Dissertation

Woodman (1992)
Dissertation

Note: H = husband, W = wife
* The same sample used by Burchard et al. (2003).

Forgiveness significantly predicted marital adjustment.

Community; 170 married
individuals

Rackley (1993)
Dissertation

Positive association with marital adjustment.

Trait forgiveness was positively associated with religious commitment and Time 2 marital satisfaction. Religious commitment
and trait forgiveness predicted marital satisfaction at posttreatment. Forgiveness accounted for most of the variance. However,
marital satisfaction declined slightly in the forgiveness
treatment group.

Community; 198 married couples
Rumination and empathy independently predicted concurrent
in Italy assessed at two points sepa- unforgiveness and benevolence. Unforgiveness and benevolence
rated by a 6-month interval
concurrently affected marital quality. The rumination ➛ unforgiveness ➛ marital quality path was stronger for Ws than for Hs,
whereas the empathy ➛ benevolence path was stronger for Hs than
for Ws. Marital quality at Time 1 influenced unforgiveness and
benevolence 6 months later via Time 2 rumination. Unforgiveness
and benevolence at Time 1 influenced marital quality 6 months
later through the mediation of Time 1 marital quality, Time 2 unforgiveness, benevolence, and rumination.

Paleari, Regalia,
& Fincham (2005)
Journal
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conflict resolution (Fincham et al., 2004). However, this study did not investigate interactional behavior between husbands and wives, and thus does not tell us how these
associations between forgiveness dimensions and confl ict resolution were overtly
manifested in couples’ exchanges.
A second methodological challenge involves differentiating forgiveness from
potentially overlapping constructs, such as marital quality. The marital literature is
brimming with constructs and measures that unknowingly tap into the same domain
(see Fincham & Bradbury, 1987). As a result, the field is strewn with an unknown
number of tautological fi ndings owing to content overlap in the operations used to
assess purportedly different constructs. In light of this observation, it is encouraging
that some recent studies have found associations between forgiveness and other relationship constructs when controlling for marital quality, suggesting that forgiveness
is a unique and informative process (Fincham & Beach, 2002; Fincham et al., 2004).
Third, despite emerging evidence of the bidimensional nature of forgiveness, few
studies have considered both positive and negative aspects of forgiveness. This will
be crucial to enhancing our understanding of marital forgiveness, because these dimensions have different correlates and perform differently for husbands and wives
(Fincham & Beach, 2002; Fincham et al., 2004). Having identified three important
methodological limitations of the current marital forgiveness literature, we are now
in a position to offer specific recommendations about how to address these challenges.
Although these recommendations are framed in the context of marriage, they can easily be extended to forgiveness in other dyads or to forgiveness research in general.

METHODOLOGICAL RECOMMENDATIONS
Given that forgiveness within marriage represents a process involving both spouses,
one of the fi rst steps to improving research is to obtain data from each partner and
to examine how both self-reported and partner-reported forgiveness relate to other
marital processes. As has been highlighted thus far, the determinants, correlates, and
consequences of forgiveness appear to be different among husbands and wives. Further, obtaining data from both partners will allow consideration of how one spouses’
forgiveness affects the other spouse and how it affects relationship-level variables.
Implicit in this recommendation is the need to examine spousal interactions to assess
the behaviors that might facilitate one spouse’s forgiveness of the other. Such assessment may include self-report in which both partners maintain a diary and complete
daily measures for several weeks following a transgression within the marriage. However, there is also a great need to move beyond self-reports and to supplement these
measures with other sources of information, such as observational data. For example,
partners might be asked to reenact a recent confl ict centered around an unforgiven
transgression, as well as one pertaining to a forgiven offense, in order to contrast the
behavioral patterns that characterize these interactions. Regardless of the approach
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taken, we must broaden the scope of our research to consider both partners’ perspectives, as well as cross-spousal effects.
In response to the potential conceptual overlap between relationship constructs,
we must be vigilant in constructing forgiveness measures to ensure that we do not include items that tap related constructs, such as communication, because this overlap
would overestimate associations between forgiveness and other interpersonal processes within marriage. As noted, this problem has plagued the assessment of marital
quality (e.g., Fincham & Bradbury, 1987), leading some researchers in this field to
suggest that global measures of marital satisfaction are the most appropriate way to
capture an individual’s overall sentiment toward the marriage (see Bradbury, Fincham, & Beach, 2000; Fincham & Beach, in press). Perhaps we can avoid similar item/
construct overlap by heeding this advice and focusing on global ratings of the extent
to which one has forgiven one’s partner. However, global measures are appropriate
only when a researcher is seeking to measure forgiveness as an overall judgment and
are less useful when information is sought about specific dimensions of forgiveness.
Whether assessing marital forgiveness at a global or specific level, the most important
guideline is that we maintain the conceptual clarity that will distinguish forgiveness
from other marital processes.
Our third methodological recommendation pertains to the assessment of forgiveness as a bidimensional process. The positive (i.e., approach) and negative (i.e., avoidance) dimensions of forgiveness represent distinct motivational systems (Gray, 1987)
and must be measured separately. Work by McCullough, Fincham, and Tsang (2003)
suggests that the temporal unfolding of avoidant, retaliatory, and benevolent motivation can take several forms, underscoring the need to assess all three forms at various
levels. Within the context of marriage, positive and negative dimensions of forgiveness appear to operate differently for husbands and wives, indicating that the determinants and consequences of forgiveness may differ across spouses. In addition, the
negative and positive dimensions of forgiveness may themselves have different determinants, correlates, and consequences. Finally, this simple two-dimensional scheme
also allows us to distinguish among four types of forgiveness, as shown in Table 13.2
(see also Fincham & Beach, 2001). In short, bidimensional assessment is necessary to
furthering our understanding of marital forgiveness.
Our final recommendation does not concern forgiveness per se but instead stems
from an important observation about relationship research. Weiss (1980) coined the term
sentiment override to describe the hypothesis that spouses respond noncontingently
TABLE 13.2.

Forgiveness Typology Resulting from Bidimensional Concept of Forgiveness

Dimension

Positive
High

Negative
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Low

High

Ambivalent forgiveness

Nonforgiveness

Low

Complete forgiveness

Detached forgiveness
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to partner behavior or questions about the marriage. In other words, partners simply
respond to each other or research questions in terms of their dominant feelings or sentiments about the relationship, and this is reflected “in as many tests as one chooses to
administer” (Weiss & Heyman, 1990, p. 92). As a result, measures of constructs such
as forgiveness in the context of a relationship can serve as proxy indices of relationship satisfaction and thereby give rise to tautological fi ndings. This has prompted at
least one marital researcher to assert that attempts to explain variance in relationship
satisfaction using self-reports are “invalid from a scientific standpoint” (Gottman,
1990, p. 79).
We do not agree with this conclusion but instead suggest a solution to this problem. Simply stated, we propose that a test of “surplus conceptual value” be passed
whenever a construct is assessed via self-report in relationships. This test can be provided by controlling statistically the relationship satisfaction of both partners whenever two relationship variables are investigated, lest any association between them
simply reflect their status as proxies of relationship satisfaction. A conceptually similar test can easily be applied to experimental research on relationship variables. With
this test applied, forgiveness has been found to be related to marital processes (see
Fincham et al., 2004).

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
We now turn to identify needed areas of basic research, including the need to study
(a) different levels of forgiveness (i.e., for a specific transgression vs. repeated transgressions and for major transgressions vs. less serious transgressions), (b) the temporal unfolding of forgiveness in marriage and the way in which it relates to level of
forgiveness called for, (c) the communication of forgiveness among intimates, (d) the
causal relations among forgiveness and its correlates in marriage, and (e) self-forgiveness for the perpetration of transgressions against the partner. After exploring each of
these areas, we consider implications for clinical and applied interventions.

Basic Research
Different Levels of Forgiveness. Although most marital forgiveness research has
studied specific offenses, transgressions in marriage can also be considered at the
dyadic level. Dyadic forgiveness represents a person’s general tendency to forgive offenses within a particular relationship (McCullough, Hoyt, & Rachal, 2000). This level
of forgiveness is likely characterized by different predictors and correlates than is offense-specific forgiveness, making it important to assess the association between dyadic forgiveness and offense-specific forgiveness. Similarly, when exploring different
levels of forgiveness, it is necessary to compare specific and repeated transgressions.
For example, a husband trying to forgive his wife for her one-time infidelity likely
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experiences a different forgiveness process than a partner faced with his wife’s fourth
affair. How does the trangressional history of a relationship influence the forgiveness
of subsequent offenses within that relationship? Do past transgressions influence the
forgiveness of subsequent offenses only when the wrongdoing is similar in nature,
severity, or proximity to a past offense?
Chronic transgressions must also be considered, such as long-standing patterns
of emotional neglect. How do spouses forgive one another for hurts that are endured
day after day? Such questions cannot be answered by examining forgiveness at the
offense-specific level; we must move beyond single transgressions to consider the
various patterns of wrongdoing in marriage. This entails considering not only major transgressions but also fairly minor offenses. When looking at forgiveness in
nondistressed, long-term marriages, researchers are more likely to encounter minor
transgressions than major offenses, such as infidelity and physical abuse. It will be
important to explore how the marital forgiveness process differs, depending on both
the pattern and the severity of the transgressions.
Temporal Unfolding of Forgiveness. There is the temptation to identify forgiving
with a specific statement of forgiveness or an overt act of forgiveness (e.g., Baumeister,
Exline, & Sommer, 1998). However, the verb form to forgive is not performative but
instead signals that a decision to forgive has occurred. It therefore sets in motion a
process with a presumed endpoint that may be sudden or may be slowly achieved (for
a more complete analysis, see Fincham, 2000).
This creates particular challenges in ongoing relationships. Consider the spouse
who offers a verbal statement of forgiveness. As indicated, such a statement does not
constitute forgiveness per se and more likely indicates the decision to try to forgive
the partner. Even when worded as such (though in the normal course of events one
expects “I forgive you” to occur more commonly than “I want to try and forgive
you”), the partner is likely to experience the statement as performative and be puzzled, annoyed, or angry when incompletely resolved feelings of resentment about
the transgression intrude on subsequent discourse or behavior in the relationship.
Thus, the words I forgive you can signal the beginning of a process for the spouse
but be seen as the end of the matter by the partner, who may be only too willing to
put the transgression in the past and act as though it never happened. The timing
of such a verbalization and where the spouse stands with regard to our typology of
forgiveness are likely to be particularly important. For example, the verbalization
may have a different impact, depending on whether the spouse offering it is seen to
be ambivalent versus detached.
Communication of Forgiveness. Kelley (1998) was among the fi rst to recognize the
importance of exploring how forgiveness is expressed between individuals in daily
interactions and found that victims used three strategies to communicate forgiveness
to an offender. Direct strategies involved overtly granting forgiveness, whereas indirect strategies included more subtle expressions of forgiveness. In the third group of
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strategies, forgiveness was conditional and was granted only with certain stipulations.
These three types of strategies also characterized the offenders’ attempts to seek forgiveness. Although these communication techniques capture the general expression
of forgiveness, research has yet to explore forgiveness transactions specifically within
the context of marriage. It will be informative to compare partners’ communication
strategies and their perceptions of being forgiven by the other spouse. Similarly, certain ways of expressing forgiveness may be more adaptive and may be associated with
or predictive of healthy relationships.
Such research is important because communication of forgiveness can easily be
bungled or abused. First, genuinely motivated attempts to tell the partner that he or
she is forgiven can easily be seen as a put-down or a form of retaliation if unskillfully executed. Thus, they can lead to conflict and might themselves end up being a
source of hurt. Second, the transgressor is likely motivated to see forgiven behavior
as condoned behavior if the spouse does not explicitly and clearly communicate that
the transgression and the hurt it has caused are unacceptable. Because victims experience greater loss than transgressors feel they gain from the transgression, this communication requires some skill to avoid being seen as an overreaction and, hence, a
possible source of conflict. Third, statements of forgiveness may be abused. They can
be used strategically to convey contempt, engage in one-upmanship, and so on.
Causal Relations. The paucity of longitudinal or experimental research on marital
forgiveness renders it difficult to draw any conclusions about the causal relationships
between forgiveness and its correlates in marriage. For example, although there is
a robust association between forgiveness and marital satisfaction in cross-sectional
studies, forgiveness may enhance marital satisfaction, marital satisfaction may promote forgiveness, or these constructs may be reciprocally related. This ambiguity also
characterizes the associations that have been found between forgiveness and marital
communication, conflict resolution, intimacy, and psychological aggression. Future
research is needed to identify causal relations between specific forgiveness dimensions and other relationship variables.
Self-Forgiveness. The topic of self-forgiveness has been largely neglected by marital
research, as well as by the general forgiveness literature. Self-forgiveness is necessary
when one has behaved in a way that he or she acknowledges as wrong and accepts
responsibility for such behavior (Dillon, 2001; Holmgren, 1998). We conceptualize
self-forgiveness as a set of motivational changes whereby one becomes decreasingly
motivated to avoid stimuli associated with the offense, decreasingly motivated to retaliate against the self (e.g., punish the self, engage in self-destructive behaviors etc.),
and increasingly motivated to act benevolently toward the self. Self-forgiveness plays
an interesting role in marriage. Spouses must frequently deal with having behaved
hurtfully to their partners. The victimized spouse’s behavior may play an important
part in facilitating the perpetrator’s self-forgiveness; it has been hypothesized that being granted forgiveness by the victim may promote self-forgiveness (Hall & Fincham,
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in press). In this respect, the interplay between interpersonal forgiveness and selfforgiveness in marriage has yet to be explored. Further, although attributions and
conciliatory behavior have been proposed as variables that may promote self-forgiveness, there may also be unique relationship-level processes in marriage that facilitate
self-forgiveness.

Implications for Clinical and Applied Interventions
In recent years, forgiveness-based psychoeducation and intervention programs have become more prominent in the marital literature (e.g., Burchard et al., 2003; Gordon et al.,
2000; Ripley & Worthington, 2002). However, most interventions have focused on facilitating forgiveness by increasing empathy for the offender. Increased empathy may have
a direct effect on retaliatory impulses by making the transgressor more understandable.
However, we are not aware of any forgiveness interventions that have focused specifically on increasing benevolence motivations. Given the likely divergence of influences
on the positive and negative dimensions of forgiveness, this oversight seems striking.
At best, it appears that forgiveness interventions may not be capitalizing on all possible
means of enhancing forgiveness. At worst, it may be that a dimension has been overlooked that could be critical for long-term outcomes in marriage.
Much of what is known from psychological research on marital interaction can be
fruitfully conceptualized in terms of relationship goals, particularly the “emergent”
goals that characterize couples locked in destructive interactions (Fincham & Beach,
1999). In such interactions, couples commonly switch from the goals they profess on
a day-to-day basis—that is, goals that are largely cooperative—to emergent goals that
are adversarial in nature. For example, rather than focus on generating a solution to
the problem at hand, couples locked in the destructive pattern of escalation may find
themselves focused on beating their partners—or at least on not losing the argument
to their partners. This sets the stage for couples to engage in negative behaviors, even
when they “know better” and want to behave differently (in the heat of the moment,
they simply fail to employ requisite skills; Worthington, 2003). In the context of past
partner offenses, such emergent goals may lead to previously forgiven transgressions
being used as ammunition in the escalating battle. Because of the power of emergent goals to disrupt marital interaction, communication skills and empathy for the
partner may not be enough to ensure translation of partner forgiveness into a dyadic
process that is helpful to the couple. In particular, if partners have been successful in
reducing retaliatory goals, this need not protect them from the reemergence of retaliatory goals during conflict. It may be that benevolence motives are a better, or perhaps
just an additional, protection against the reemergence of retaliatory motives during
conflict. Likewise, it may be that benevolence motives are necessary for optimal conflict resolution in a dyadic context.
This framework suggests that current programs for facilitating forgiveness may not
provide a complete answer to marital breakdown or relationship reconciliation, even
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if they are relatively effective in promoting a reduction in retaliatory motives in the
relatively calm, nonconflictual setting of the forgiveness group. As Fincham and Beach
(1999) noted, the marital area has long been in need of an intervention that can modify
problematic emergent goals. Similarly, it may be that a critical missing element in current forgiveness programs is something that will protect couples against the emergent
retaliatory goals that may arise during the common, everyday conflict situations that
characterize marriage. If so, current forgiveness interventions may prove to be of shortlived value with regard to relationship outcomes and may never fulfill their promise
in the marital context. The key to enhanced longer term outcomes, therefore, is to find
an intervention that will help partners recognize and respond effectively to their own
emergent retaliatory goals. To be maximally effective, such an intervention should readily occur to the couple, require minimal reasoning, and have a calming effect on both
parties. At the same time, if the intervention were able to prime partner forgiveness,
this would be an especially important additional strength.
One possibility is to combine empathy for the partner with an intervention to enhance benevolence for the partner. Such a program might build on current forgiveness
programs by adding a series of elements designed to promote benevolence. The fi rst
element of the benevolence intervention might focus on making the intellectual case
for benevolence (e.g., the benefits that accrue from one’s partner doing well). The intellectual case could set the stage for an emotional argument for benevolence (it provides
opportunities for positive basking; it supports one’s positive self-view; it provides an
opportunity for personal spiritual growth). In turn, the emotional argument might
set the stage for exploring with the partner the possible benefits of regular activities to express benevolence or cognitively to rehearse benevolent intentions toward
the partner. Overall, the proposal to add benevolence training to current forgiveness
interventions can be seen as combining forgiveness interventions with motivational
interviewing. Motivational interviewing helps clients overcome the ambivalence that
prevents them from making positive changes in their lives (Miller & Rollnick, 2002),
suggesting that it is well suited to the promotion of benevolence in the context of forgiveness interventions, because clients must overcome a negative motivational state
toward the offender and replace it with positive motivation.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
In this section, we introduce three new theoretical viewpoints that have important
implications for research on forgiveness.

The Phenomenology of Forgiveness: Concepts of Forgiveness Among Spouses
A fundamental distinction in family research is that between insider (family member) and outsider (scientific observer) perspectives. This distinction can be usefully
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applied to thinking about the very defi nition of forgiveness. Most research on forgiveness reflects the outsider perspective because, even though it obtains subjective judgments of forgiveness, the questions asked about forgiveness are chosen a priori by the
researcher. Even the few empirical attempts to develop empirically based defi nitions
of forgiveness have been limited to “expert” judgments and, therefore, still reflect an
outside perspective.
It is also important to understand the insider perspective and examine spouses’
concepts of forgiveness and their understanding of what it means to forgive. Why?
For a start, it is likely that how a spouse conceptualizes forgiveness will matter when
attempting to understand the likelihood of forgiveness in specific circumstances. For
instance, if a spouse believes that in order to forgive, he or she must literally forget
the transgression and thereby place himself or herself at risk of future harm, he or she
may be reluctant to forgive.
Understanding the phenomenology of forgiveness also has important implications for its measurement. Even psychometrically sophisticated measures of forgiveness (e.g., Berry, Worthington, Parrott, O’Connor, & Wade et al., 2001), as well as many
studies (e.g., Boon & Sulsky, 1997), rely on some form of the question, “Have you
forgiven?” If we do not understand what people mean when they say they forgive or
do not forgive, it is difficult to understand what these measures mean. Furthermore,
an assumption in most measures of forgiveness is that what the investigator is measuring corresponds with the idea of forgiveness in the mind of the participant. An
important step in forgiveness research is to describe what spouses mean when they
say they forgive or do not forgive and to compare these meanings to expert defi nitions
of forgiveness.
Finally, understanding the phenomenology of forgiveness has the potential to advance forgiveness as a psychotherapeutic process. Understanding how people outside
of the research community conceptualize and experience forgiveness may help researchers to develop improved psychoeducational and therapeutic techniques. For
example, a wife may be unwilling to forgive her husband because of the fear of being
viewed as weak or the fear of putting herself at an increased risk for future betrayals.
Therefore, it is important to know how people think about forgiveness so that we can
address any negative notions that they may have about it.

Implicit Versus Explicit Forgiveness: A Polygraph for Forgiveness?
A common distinction in social cognition research is between explicit and implicit
cognitive processes (e.g., memory, judgments, attitudes). Paralleling Shiffrin and Schneider’s (1977) discussion of controlled (initiated deliberately and is effortful, slow,
often verbalizable, and controllable) and automatic (fast, effortless, involuntary, ballistic, and involves no awareness) processing, explicit processes are something one
can talk about or declare (e.g., “declarative memory”), whereas implicit processes entail
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little or no ability to describe or become conscious of what one knows or thinks. What
has this to do with forgiveness in marriage?
As any marital therapist can testify, marital interactions are often overlearned,
unfold at an astonishing speed, and appear to proceed without much thought. This
does not deny the importance of forgiveness for marital interactions; it simply suggests that the kind of deliberate and effortful judgments of forgiveness that we have
studied thus far will provide an incomplete picture of its role. For example, it is not
uncommon to come across a spouse who says and believes that he or she has forgiven
the partner, only to discover that resentment or a desire for revenge is instigated by the
slightest cue during interaction with the partner. If we are to understand how forgiveness in marriage influences marital interaction, we will also need to study forgiveness
at this implicit level. Unlike explicit forgiveness that can be adopted quickly, implicit
forgiveness, like any automatic process, requires extensive practice to develop.
There are numerous ways to assess implicit judgments but space precludes their
discussion here (for an example in marital research, see Fincham, Garnier, GanoPhillips, & Osborne et al., 1995). Can assessment of forgiveness at the implicit level
provide a polygraph test? Hardly. The subtitle of this section is an attention-focusing
device more than anything else because it is quite common to find discrepancies between explicit and implicit measures. We expect this to be no different in the case of
forgiveness. Indeed, one might expect the discrepancy to be particularly pronounced
in this field because the explicit decision to forgive, as noted, sets in motion a process
that may take a long time to complete.
There is, however, one sense in which we might take the polygraph notion seriously.
That is, when a spouse shows forgiveness on both explicit and implicit measures, we might
safely conclude that he or she has truly forgiven the partner. Conversely, discrepancy between the two measures is not diagnostic in that it cannot distinguish among cases that reflect the need for more work to be done to achieve complete forgiveness, socially desirable
responses on the explicit measure, and outright deception of the researcher or the self.

Forgiveness and Ambivalence
Implicit in the last section is the possibility that a spouse may experience ambivalence toward forgiving the partner or toward the partner more generally. Again, this
can be assessed by asking the spouse explicitly about feelings of ambivalence, or it
can be assessed implicitly. A recent study illustrates the relevance of ambivalence
for understanding forgiveness in marriage. Kachadourian et al. (2005) used an openended listing of partner characteristics to assess ambivalence toward the partner and
argue that in marriage, the occurrence of a negative event such as a transgression is
likely to prime the negative component of a spouse’s ambivalence toward the partner. Moreover, ruminating about the transgression is likely to chronically prime this
negative component of ambivalence, leading to the hypothesis that there should be an
interaction between ambivalence and rumination on forgiveness. They found support
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for this hypothesis: Greater ambivalence was associated with less forgiveness when
the spouse ruminated about the transgression. However, for husbands and wives who
did not think about the transgression frequently, the association between attitudinal
ambivalence and forgiveness was not significant.

CONCLUSION
Forgiveness or a lack thereof appears to be essential in understanding satisfaction
and relationship dynamics in marriage. Although much remains to be done in exploring its correlates, especially in exploring the causal connections between forgiveness and marital outcomes, it is clear that there are many connections and that these
connections are consequential for many things, ranging from marital satisfaction to
destructive arguments. Likewise, recent evidence indicates that the connections between forgiveness and marital outcomes do not depend on single source reports, overlap with global marital satisfaction, or item-overlap between measures. A remaining
challenge for intervention research is to capitalize fully on the underlying structure
of forgiveness. To the extent that forgiveness is comprised of two or more functionally distinct elements, current programs may not be capitalizing on the full potential
of forgiveness interventions. Likewise, it will be important to continue to integrate
research on forgiveness with basic research on other interpersonal processes, including the distinction between insider and outsider perspectives, implicit and explicit
attitudes, and the sources and consequences of attitude ambivalence. By doing so, we
will place our understanding of forgiveness on a firmer scientific footing and provide
the foundation for continuing progress in forgiveness interventions.
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Chapter Fourteen

Families and Forgiveness
Cynthia L. Battle
Ivan W. Miller

My mom gave us up—we had to go live in a home. Didn’t care if we were little, or
what. That’s what hurt. It took me a long time, but I forgave. . . . I tried to put myself
in her position. What would I do? . . . My father used to beat her up. We could hear it.
He used to get us out of bed. . . . “You see this?! You see her?!” My mother there with a
black eye. . . . She had to get out of that situation. . . . I didn’t see her for 12–13 years. I
went to talk to her when I was 35. She explained everything . . . said she was sorry, crying and everything, apologizing. . . . She knew how much it hurt me. [When she was
dying], I’d pray to God that my brother would come and say, “Ma, I love you” before
she died. And he wouldn’t. I won’t ever forgive him for that. (participant in Forgiveness and Families Study)

D

espite the great increase in attention to the construct of forgiveness in the psychological and broader social science literature over the past 15–20 years (e.g.,
Enright & North, 1998; Worthington, 1998a), a number of significant gaps exist
in our understanding of the ways in which forgiveness is important for families and
family functioning. For example, what types of events or interpersonal transgressions
arise in families that most often call for one person to forgive another? Without intervention, how do families typically negotiate the process of forgiveness? How does
this process vary for different types of families? Finally, and perhaps most important,
how does forgiveness—or lack of forgiveness—following relational injuries relate to
the overall functioning and well-being of a family? Although these are critical clinical and research questions to address, the answers remain unclear. In this chapter,
we review the emerging theoretical and empirical literature relevant to the process of
forgiveness within the family context. In addition, we describe our group’s research
in this area, which includes interview-based assessments of 102 community families.
Finally, we discuss clinical implications based on existing data and present recommendations for future research.
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PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
We would like to identify aspects of our background and professional training that
have likely shaped our personal assumptions about forgiveness. First, as family researchers, our perspective is influenced by systems theory, an approach that emphasizes the interrelatedness of individuals within a family group, and the importance of
understanding how one individual’s behavior has an effect on the entire system. More
broadly, our assumptions about forgiveness are influenced by our training as clinical
psychologists, both valuing empiricism and recognizing the importance of individual
differences. Finally, our perspectives are influenced by our backgrounds as EuropeanAmericans raised within and influenced by Judeo-Christian culture.
Because the terms forgiveness and family can mean different things to different
people, we would like to be explicit about how we use these terms. As several writers
have noted (Butler, Dahlin, & Fife, 2002; McCullough & Worthington, 1995), the concept of forgiveness is often not clearly distinguished from other similar constructs.
In our view, forgiveness is an intentional process that is both intrapersonal and interpersonal in nature and, as described by Enright and the Human Development Study
Group (1991), consists of multiple cognitive, affective, and behavioral elements. The
description of forgiveness offered by McCullough, Pargament, and Thoresen (2000) is
consistent with our view: forgiveness is an “intra-individual, pro-social change toward a perceived transgressor that is situated in an interpersonal context” (p.12). We
see forgiveness as related to but clearly distinct from reconciliation, exoneration, and
acceptance-based conflict resolution strategies.
Just as there are many ways to define forgiveness, there are many ways to define
what constitutes a family. We use a relatively simple and broad definition. By family,
we are referring to people who are related to one another, including an individual’s
family of origin (parents, siblings, any other relatives in the household), as well as
one’s current family system (partner, children, other relatives in the household). Thus,
our perspective includes traditional couples and marital research/therapy within a
more overarching framework of family research/therapy. We use a family systems
perspective because it is inclusive of different types of family structures (e.g., wife,
husband, and their children; a mother-daughter dyad; a same-sex couple). This perspective allows research and treatment to be generalized to many types of families
and couples, an important consideration, given the increasingly diverse demographics
of the United States. Finally, family treatment can help address difficulties between
family members other than two adult partners (e.g., problems between parents and a
teenager; problems with in-laws).

REVIEW OF THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
Very little published literature, either theoretical or empirical in nature, has directly
addressed forgiveness in the family context. The literature that does exist primarily
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targets forgiveness within marital (as opposed to other family) relationships and often
is focused on the development of interventions. Because another chapter in this book
is devoted exclusively to the topic of forgiveness within married couples (see chapter
13 by Fincham, Hall, & Beach), we will provide only a brief review of the couples
literature here. In the following sections, we will fi rst discuss how the concept of
forgiveness is addressed in theoretical writings on normal family processes and in
theories of family/marital psychotherapy. Next, we will review the relevant empirical
literature on forgiveness in families. Finally, we will describe our current ongoing
study of forgiveness in families and present some preliminary fi ndings.

FAMILY THEORY RELEVANT TO FORGIVENESS
Forgiveness as a Construct in Traditional Family Theory
We begin by examining how the concept of forgiveness fits into the “classic” theories
of family process and family therapy. Surprisingly, there has been little attention to
the construct of forgiveness in major family theories, despite the fact that most approaches consider resolving family conflict and coping with negative family events
to be important to the health and longevity of families. In our review of some of the
dominant family theories, including Bowen family systems theory (Bowen, 1978),
the Beavers family systems model (Beavers et al., 1965), the McMaster model of family functioning (Epstein, Bishop, & Levin, 1978), and the Circumplex model (Olson,
Russell, & Sprenkle, 1989), few references are made to the concept of forgiveness.
Forgiveness is also virtually absent from major theories of family therapy, including
Ericksonian family therapy (Lankton, Lankton, & Matthews, 1991), strategic family
therapy (Haley, 1963), structural family therapy (Minuchin, 1974), and behavioral
marital therapy (Jacobson & Margolin, 1979). However, these theories and therapeutic
approaches all promote strategies for healthy family adaptation, conflict management,
and relationship repair. For example, family theorists have emphasized that healthy
families must be flexible and adaptable to changes over time (Olson & Gorall, 2003);
they must be able to tolerate imperfections of family members and foster a climate in
which it is comfortable to admit to mistakes (Beavers & Hampson, 2003); they must be
able to resolve even emotionally laden problems (Epstein, Bishop, & Levin, 1978); and
they must maintain a hopeful outlook for the future, even in the presence of a painful, uncertain reality (Beavers & Hampson, 2003). Thus, although not directly stated,
many theories are consistent with the notions that the ability to forgive is integral to
the overall functioning of the family and that forgiveness is an important mechanism
by which healthy family relationships are maintained.
Several writers have offered reasons for the lack of attention to forgiveness within traditional family systems literature. Coleman (1998) posited that forgiveness may be viewed
as somewhat at odds with the family systems approach in that most systemic theories
emphasize the transactional nature of relationships and ways in which family members’
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behaviors are inextricably linked. Coleman suggests that in some systems therapists
deemphasize individuals’ behaviors and instead look at relational patterns that have
evolved in the family, even in instances when one person’s behavior was hurtful to
another. Thus, if individuals’ behaviors are not viewed as wrong or unjust, the concept of forgiveness becomes less relevant. However, Coleman goes on to suggest that
forgiveness should in fact be viewed as consistent with a family systems perspective,
because evaluating and changing relational patterns promotes forgiveness, which in
turn promotes greater ability to change. It is also possible that forgiveness has not
been addressed in family therapy because of the neutral stance that is typically advocated in traditional systems and other therapeutic approaches. Forgiveness is commonly conceptualized as having moral undertones relating to justice, injustice, and
fairness—concepts difficult to embrace if one has a neutral stance. Moreover, several
writers note that forgiveness may be avoided in the psychological literature because
of its association with religion (e.g., Walrond-Skinner, 1998).
Although the majority of traditional family theories make no direct reference to
forgiveness, one family therapy approach that does address issues highly related to
the construct of forgiveness is contextual family therapy (Boszormenyi-Nagy, 1987;
Boszormenyi-Nagy, Grunebaum, & Ulrich, 1991). In the contextual model, there is an
emphasis on understanding the balance of fairness, or equitability, within the family
system, as well as assessing the dynamics of family loyalties, interpersonal trust, and
reciprocity. As a cornerstone of contextual family therapy, Boszormenyi-Nagy (1987)
introduced the concept of relational ethics, or balance of fairness between family
members, which he described as a “fundamental force in holding family and societal
relationships together through reliability and trustworthiness” (p. 204). During treatment based on the contextual approach, therapists identify relational injuries that
have occurred in the family and help family members in the process of exoneration.
Related to contextual family theory is the work of Boss (2001) and Walsh (2003)
on family resilience, stress management, and hardiness. These strength (rather than
deficit)-based theories of family functioning identify positive qualities and behaviors
that promote healthy functioning over time, such as making meaning from adversity,
maintaining connectedness, and holding a positive outlook in the face of change and
uncertainty. Thus, the skills recognized by these models are consistent with promoting forgiveness in the family system.

Theoretical Models of Forgiveness in Families
We turn our attention now to some contemporary theoretical models that have explicitly addressed forgiveness in family and marital relationships. Not surprisingly,
several contemporary family and marital researchers with interests in forgiveness
have drawn on the contextual approach to family therapy. For example, Hargrave
(1994) and colleagues (Hargrave, Jennings, & Anderson, 1991; Hargrave & Sell, 1997)
developed a theoretical model of forgiveness in families particularly well integrated
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within Boszormenyi-Nagy’s contextual family therapy approach. Hargrave suggests
that to recover from interpersonal transgressions, families must go through a process
of forgiveness consisting of two overarching dimensions: exoneration and forgiveness. In this model, exoneration includes the two “stations” of insight (recognizing
patterns that perpetuate unjust reenactments) and understanding (recognizing the
limits of the offender without removing his or her responsibility). Similarly, forgiveness includes the stations of giving the opportunity for compensation (providing a
chance for the victimizer to restore the relationship) and the overt act of forgiveness
(victim and offender openly discuss the hurtful behavior). Based on their model, they
have developed and validated scales to measure relational ethics (Hargrave et al.,
1991) and the forgiveness process (Interpersonal Relationship Resolution Scale; Hargrave & Sells, 1997).
Other contemporary researchers have also developed models for forgiveness in
families. Gordon and Baucom (1998; 1999; 2003) developed an approach to forgiveness
of extramarital affairs by integrating contextual therapy with cognitive-behavioral
and insight-oriented marital therapies. DiBlasio detailed a model for “decision-based
forgiveness” with intergenerational families (1998) and couples coping with infidelity
(2000). Finally, Worthington (1998b) and colleagues (Worthington & Wade, 1999) have
described a model for forgiving (empathy-humility-commitment model) with special
attention to forgiveness within close family dyads.
In sum, although traditional family theories describing family processes and family psychotherapies have been essentially silent on the topic of forgiveness, contemporary forgiveness theorists (particularly those developing interventions) have had little
difficulty incorporating forgiveness within a family framework, particularly the contextual approach. Forgiveness has been conceptualized in various ways, but generally
is described as a complex process with multiple stepwise phases (e.g., Enright, 2001)
that can promote healing from interpersonal transgressions on both the individual
and relational level. Forgiveness is promoted not only as a process that helps individuals achieve greater emotional well-being but also as a critical process for families
that need to restore trust following serious transgressions.

Empirical Research on Families and Forgiveness
The past decade has seen steady growth in the empirical study of forgiveness. The
majority of studies pertaining to forgiveness in families have been with married couples (for review, see chapter 13 by Fincham et al. and chapter 25 by Gordon, Baucom,
& Snyder). This includes a series of basic research studies by Fincham (2000) and
colleagues (e.g., Fincham, Beach, & Davila, 2004; Fincham, Paleari, & Regalia, 2002)
on spouses’ responsibility attributions, empathy, and conflict-resolution skills, as well
as several intervention studies targeting forgiveness in couples (e.g., Gordon & Baucom’s
2003). Research addressing family forms other than couples is primarily focused on the
development of forgiveness interventions. Group, individual, and family interventions
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have been developed for incest survivors (Freedman & Enright, 1996), college students deprived of parental affection (Al-Mabuk, Enright, & Cardis, 1995), parents
whose children committed suicide (Al-Mabuk & Downs, 1996), men whose partners
had abortions (Coyle & Enright, 1997), intergenerational families with unresolved issues (DiBlasio, 1998), and adults sharing parenting duties (Kiefer, et al., 2004).
Interestingly, most research that pertains to forgiveness within couples and families is based on individual data. That is, rather than draw upon information from
more than one member of a family, investigators typically have relied on the report of
a single individual. In addition, much research has examined “dispositional” forgiveness rather than reactions to actual interpersonal events or patterns in families (for an
exception, see Fincham, 2000). These findings generally suggest that individuals with
higher levels of dispositional forgiveness—that is, those who have a greater tendency to forgive those close to them after transgressions—are more likely to experience
higher quality relationships, both in their families and in other realms of their lives.
The importance of using methodology that includes input from more than one
family member can be seen by emerging data suggesting that men and women may
view forgiveness differently. For example, in Fincham and colleagues’ (Fincham et al.,
2002) study with 92 married Italian couples, responsibility attributions were the best
predictor of forgiveness for women; however, empathy was a stronger predictor of forgiveness for men. In addition, Fincham et al.’s (2004) two-site study of forgiveness and
conflict resolution behaviors suggested that three identified components of forgiveness had different roles for wives and husbands in predicting future conflict resolution. Specifically, wives’ positive forgiveness behaviors (i.e., benevolence) were most
important in predicting the couple’s conflict resolution, whereas husbands’ negative
forgiveness behaviors (i.e., retaliation, avoidance) mattered most.
The growing body of research on forgiveness provides support for the general
premise that forgiveness plays an important role in family relationships. To our knowledge, however, no basic research has examined forgiveness among multiple members
of a family system aside from those addressing marital forgiveness.

THE BROWN FORGIVENESS AND FAMILIES STUDY
To begin the process of elucidating how forgiveness works within family systems,
our research group is currently examining forgiveness in a diverse sample of families
from the community. The Brown Forgiveness and Families Study has three primary
aims. First, we hope to identify the events that take place within families that create
the greatest need for forgiveness. As Enright and Coyle (1998) have noted, the need
for forgiveness arises from some type of event that causes injury. The topology of
these events remains unclear, particularly within a family context. Although much of
the literature on forgiveness within families has focused on infidelity (e.g., DiBlasio,
2000; Gordon & Baucom, 2003) and to a lesser extent on domestic abuse and incest
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(e.g., Freedman & Enright, 1996), no studies have documented a more complete range
of situations that necessitate forgiveness.
The second goal of the study is to delineate the processes by which individuals
after an interpersonal transgression do (or do not) arrive at a state of forgiveness with
their family members. Although several interventions have been developed to help
promote forgiveness in families, the effectiveness of these strategies remains largely
unknown, as does the extent to which these strategies resemble the process of forgiving in the “real life” development of families. In addition to gathering open-ended
responses regarding key elements in the forgiveness process, we are inquiring about
the role of several specific elements (e.g., presence or absence of apology, offender’s
behaviors following the transgression).
The third goal of the study is to explore the associations among forgiveness, family functioning, and individual coping and adaptation. As noted earlier, prior research
has suggested that individuals and families who are able to forgive important transgressions are more likely to experience healthy family relationships and better emotional and physical well-being. This has been less examined in the context of family
systems other than marital relationships.
In our ongoing study, we are examining these questions by asking family members to participate in an in-depth, semistructured interview and provide self-report
data regarding a number of individual and family characteristics (e.g., empathy, forgiveness, family functioning). The Forgiveness in Families Interview was modeled
after the Life Events and Difficulties Schedule (Brown & Harris, 1989). It identifies key
interpersonal transgressions in the family and examines factors leading to forgiveness or lack of forgiveness following the transgression.
Our preliminary findings suggest that a wide range of events necessitate forgiveness in families. In addition to infidelity and abuse, many other types of transgressions are reported as important experiences calling for forgiveness. These include (a)
unequal treatment of siblings by one or both parents, (b) failure of a parent to protect a
child from harm, (c) hurt feelings from divorce and/or remarriage, (d) lack of parental
acceptance of a spouse or romantic partner (particularly in interracial or same-sex
relationships), (e) irresponsible or dishonest financial decisions made by a family
member, (f) problems associated with a family member’s addiction or mental illness,
(g) inequitable distribution of household tasks, (h) repeated instances of broken family commitments or prolonged absences, (i) disagreements regarding care of an ill or
elderly relative, and (j) disputes regarding funerals and estate settlement.
In addition, our initial examination of the data reveals that there is considerable variation in how the process of forgiveness occurs in different families. For example, some
families in our sample achieved forgiveness via overt discussion of the transgression and
explicit granting of forgiveness; however, others reported success with much less direct
ways of communicating about events. Consistent with findings regarding the role of forgiveness in marital relationships, preliminary analyses suggest that when individuals
in families report a history of forgiving recent transgressions in the family (forgiveness
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averaged over several events), they tend to report better individual mental health, as well
as higher levels of family functioning (Miller, Battle, Rossi, & Sasaki, 2003).

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN THE AREA
Research on forgiveness in families is still in its infancy. In the broadest sense, we
believe that much more basic research is needed to clarify the nature and importance
of forgiveness in families. Findings from these studies will play a key role in shaping
and evaluating forgiveness-based interventions currently being developed for couples
and families.
Before outlining what we believe are the most important questions facing the
field, we would like to highlight some fundamental ways that forgiveness (and lack of
forgiveness) in families may be distinguished from forgiveness in other relationships,
as well as some ways in which the process of forgiveness research is different with
families.
Perhaps most important, family relationships involve longer term and more intimate affiliations than do the majority of other social relationships. Because of the
frequent nature of interactions and the high level of emotional involvement and interdependence that typically exists between family members, transgressions are likely
to occur more often than in other relationships, and the stakes are higher when such
hurts remain unresolved. In addition, because of the everyday nature of family relations and interactions, family members often face the challenge of coping with minor,
yet repeated transgressions more so than in other relationships.
Another important aspect of forgiveness in families pertains to the complex
nature of family relationships and the affective connections and loyalties that exist among family members: When transgressions occur, multiple family members are
usually affected, and effects on individual family members may vary depending on
the person’s developmental status, family role, and affiliation with other family members. Thus, a single event may spur a complex series of reactions and effects across the
family, necessitating forgiveness among multiple individuals. Major transgressions in
families (e.g. violence, infidelity, abandonment) can result in particularly deep and
wide-reaching effects, affecting not only those directly involved but also others in the
household, extended family, and in some cases, even future generations.
A third unique aspect of forgiveness in families is that family systems will often adhere to or develop their own philosophies, values, and rules for behavior. A
family’s value system and behavioral rules may directly stem from a shared religious
orientation or from the family’s ethnic or cultural background; however, it may also
be unrelated to these factors. Some families may therefore explicitly adopt and nurture a “culture” of forgiveness within their family system—teaching, modeling, and
encouraging forgiveness among its members—and others may not. This family-level
variable and its relation to individual behavior will be interesting to measure as more
research is conducted within family systems.
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Finally, we would like to acknowledge that research with families can be quite
challenging, both conceptually and methodologically, and often more so than research with individuals or couples. For example, defi ning and measuring the primary variables of interest may not be straightforward, especially when multiple family
members’ perspectives are taken into consideration. On a practical level, enrolling
and maintaining the research involvement of multiple, key family members can be
difficult, given family members’ work and school schedules and caretaking responsibilities for young children or elderly relatives. However, despite these challenges,
we believe the additional effort involved in research with families is well worth it,
and indeed essential, depending on the research questions of interest. Although research with individuals can help tap into some family-level processes, most questions
regarding families can be adequately addressed only by including multiple family
members in the research process.
In terms of specific areas of study, we propose the following progression of research:
1. It will be important to describe the phenomenology of forgiveness in family settings in terms of explicating both the types of events that necessitate forgiveness
and the process by which forgiveness happens or is unable to happen. How is
forgiveness in families similar to or different from forgiveness in other settings?
As noted earlier, because individuals in families are affiliated for long periods
of time, it will be particularly important to understand the impact of chronic or
repeated transgressions within families, as well as the effectiveness of different
strategies for coping with such patterns of hurtful behavior. Are acute, severe
transgressions in the family more or less damaging than more minor, yet ongoing
transgressions?
2. How important is forgiveness (or lack of forgiveness) between family members
to the overall functioning of a family system? What types of positive effects on
health and functioning might forgiveness have for the family as a whole and the
individuals within it—and what are the negative effects when forgiveness does
not take place?
3. What other aspects of family functioning are most closely related to forgiveness
in terms of facilitating the forgiveness process? For example, is the best predictor
of forgiveness in the family the overall level of cohesion or connectedness in the
family system, or is forgiveness more associated with other aspects of functioning, such as communication or problem-solving ability? Are family qualities that
predict greater tendency to forgive changeable?
4. What are the specific processes by which forgiveness occurs and by which forgiveness can lead to better family functioning? Initial research indicates that the
ability to forgive is associated with better family/marital adjustment; however
process mechanisms remain unclear and are important to address. For example,
does forgiveness lead to better family functioning by strengthening the degree of
trust, cohesion, or closeness among family members? Does forgiveness promote
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healthy functioning by decreasing the likelihood or severity of family conflict?
Regardless of whether overt conflict takes place, does the experience of multiple,
unforgiven transgressions over time lead to an erosion of positive feelings or “good
will” among family members and increase feelings of hostility and resentment?
Because family systems can develop their own values and rules for behavior, it
would be important to understand to what extent families explicitly nurture a culture of forgiveness. If present, how might this value influence behavior of individuals following hurtful events, both with family members and with others? Would it
lead to a greater tendency to forgive others even when the individual is living in
a different environment? For families who explicitly value forgiveness, how is the
practice of forgiveness taught to family members, particularly children (i.e., via
social modeling or via family “rules” about apologizing and granting forgiveness)?
Depending on their age and level of cognitive/social/emotional development, children who experience hurtful events from parents, siblings, or other family members are likely to have different levels of understanding regarding the context and
precipitating factors leading to a hurtful event. They will also differ in their ability
to view events from another’s perspective and develop empathy for the offender.
Because the skill of perspective taking and the capacity for empathy develop over
time, it will be important to examine how the developmental status of family members relates to forgiveness. Participants in our study frequently noted that they were
unable to forgive some of their earliest and most significant hurts (e.g., an absent, alcoholic parent; being given up for adoption) because they lacked a full understanding of the situation, explaining that it was only years later that they could forgive,
after developing a more nuanced perspective. When children (or adult children) are
unable to forgive hurtful events in their families of origin, how does this affect their
capacity for healthy intimate relationships as adults?
As noted before, research on forgiveness in families should take into account the
complexity of family relationships and far-reaching impact that some transgressions may have. In our research, we have seen evidence of how a single event can
affect multiple members of the family system. For example, participants described
strong feelings of betrayal regarding transgressions not directly experienced by
them but by another family member (e.g., a sibling who stole money from an elderly parent). In such cases, the love and loyalty felt for the offended family member can fuel lingering feelings of resentment that may influence the relationship
for years. How does the forgiveness process work when multiple family members
have taken offense by a transgression? What if one family member forgives and
another does not? Research is needed to examine the impact of transgressions
across multiple family members and over time.
It will be important to explore the ways in which empirical findings regarding
the above questions vary across different types of individuals and different types
of families. The majority of couples research focuses on married, predominantly
White, middle-class, heterosexual couples. Greater diversity is needed in terms of
family structure (e.g., single-parent families, same-sex families), as well as based
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on race, ethnicity, religion, and socioeconomic status. Cross-cultural studies examining Western and non-Western families will also be important, particularly
because aspects of healthy family functioning that are likely related to forgiveness
(e.g., level of cohesion, family loyalty) differ across cultures.
In addition to these specific research questions, improvements are needed in
the measurement of forgiveness within families. In their review of approaches to
assess forgiveness at various levels (i.e., offense-based, dyadic, and dispositional),
McCullough, Hoyt, and Rachal (2000) discuss several ways in which forgiveness
measurement warrants improvement. With regard to dyadic and relationship-based
measures, for example, no validated interview measures have been described in the
literature. Moreover, measures are needed to assess forgiveness not only from an individual perspective but also from multiple informants in the family and perhaps using
multiple methods (interview, self-report, observed interaction). McCullough and colleagues (2000) note that there are no validated partner-report forgiveness measures.
Finally, although forgiveness is typically conceptualized as a process that unfolds
over time, measurement usually approaches forgiveness as a state or dispositional
construct with just one individual at one time point assessed. An exception is the
measure of recovery from marital betrayal by Gordon and Baucom (2003), but most
measures do not take this perspective.
In addition to basic research, another important area is the development and more
rigorous evaluation of forgiveness interventions for a wider range of families and family dyads, using randomized controlled trial methodology. As many writers have
noted, forgiveness is not unidimensional but a complex construct that has multiple
components (e.g., Enright & the Human Development Study Group, 1991). Thus, in
addition to using more rigorous designs, intervention studies would be strengthened
by greater attention to mediators of treatment effect and proposed mechanisms of action (e.g., increased empathy for the offender) to help clarify key behavioral, affective,
and/or cognitive components of forgiveness among family members.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
Forgiveness research is highly relevant for family and marital therapy, especially the
growing number of interventions for families and couples that focus specifically on
forgiveness. Although basic research is limited, the research that does exist suggests
that forgiveness may be associated with better marital and family adjustment, as well
as more effective conflict resolution behaviors between relationship partners. Moreover, long-term couples have reported using forgiveness as an important strategy to
maintain the health of the relationship (Fennel, 1993). Based on these fi ndings, it follows that clinical interventions (both preventive and treatment-oriented psychotherapies) that focus on building forgiving attitudes and behaviors in families may be useful
in promoting healthy family functioning. When unresolved relational transgressions
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from the past have a negative impact on an individual’s functioning, it may be useful
to add an adjunctive family component to individual treatment, focused specifically
on forgiveness of a hurtful event (such as the “forgiveness session/s” for families described by DiBlasio & Proctor, 1993). As Worthington and Drinkard (2000) note, however, in many cases, individuals in close relationships will need to be taught how to
communicate about hurtful past events and forgiveness in order to make such meetings useful. In general, more basic research is needed to draw conclusions regarding
the value of forgiveness for families, the mechanisms by which forgiveness can occur,
and how to facilitate this process in psychotherapy.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
We are encouraged to see the growing number of studies addressing forgiveness in various contexts, including increased attention to understanding how forgiveness works
in family relationships. Because so few basic research studies have been conducted
regarding the role of forgiveness in family relationships, we see many exciting opportunities for research in the area. We hope that the coming years will include more
refined techniques for measuring forgiveness processes, including methods to capture
perspectives of multiple family members. We believe that greater integration between
the new and growing body of empirical research on forgiveness and other existing
lines of research on close relationships, family processes, and marital/family therapy
can lead to key developments in our understanding of what helps families function
well, stay connected, and promote optimal functioning of individual members.

CONCLUSIONS
Even though family relationships are arguably one of the most critical contexts for
forgiveness, strikingly little research has examined how family members forgive one
another. Problems in close relationships often serve as the impetus for seeking psychotherapy (Veroff, Kulka, & Douvan, 1981), and family turmoil, marital dissatisfaction, and divorce are common (Martin & Bumpass, 1989). Family dysfunction and
marital discord are consistently associated with depression and other forms of psychiatric distress (Keitner & Miller, 1990). The importance of family stability on individual mental health and on social, behavioral, and emotional child outcomes has
also been observed (Amato & Keith, 1991). If forgiveness can promote such stability
within families, this research may have critical clinical and public health implications. Greater empirical attention to the meaning and impact of forgiveness within
families will help inform theory and intervention research, as well as a wider scale of
public health programs that may be useful in promoting long-term family resilience
and longevity.
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T

he significant genetic influences that have been demonstrated for a wide range
of human behaviors provide a strong a priori basis for expecting that individual differences in forgiving, just as in many other behaviors, are influenced by
genetic factors. Behavioral geneticists regularly investigate genetic factors that may
make an individual more or less likely to carry out a behavior (e.g., to forgive). We are
interested in identifying genetic factors that influence the probability that an individual will forgive.
Despite the vast literature attempting to resolve the contributions of genetic and
environmental factors to individual differences in human behavior, the role of biological and social factors in making people more or less forgiving has hardly been explored
empirically. Insofar as forgiveness is a temperamental trait, we might expect it to show
similar genetic and nongenetic influences, as do other temperamental and personality
traits that have been studied more extensively. However, insofar as the act of forgiving
is contingent on exposure to hurt, we expect the role of social factors and perhaps the
interaction of genetic and environmental influences to be substantially greater.

BEHAVIORAL GENETICS METHODOLOGY
Family studies are typically the first step in addressing the question of whether a given
characteristic is influenced by genetic factors. If a characteristic is genetic, it should
run in families. However, if a characteristic runs in families, there are two plausible
explanations—sharing the same genes can produce similarities among individuals and
sharing the same environment can produce similarities. Two approaches utilized to
disentangle genetic from family environmental influences are adoption studies and
twin studies. In adoption studies, one set of parents provides the individual with his
245
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or her genes (the biological parents), and another set provides his or her family environment (the adoptive parents). By contrasting the degree to which the individual
resembles the biological versus the adoptive parents, we can draw inferences about
the relative influence of genes and the family environment. For a number of reasons
(e.g., improved contraception, greater acceptance of single parenthood, confidentiality of birth-parent identity, and “open adoption,” in which birth parents select and
interact with adoptive parents), adoption studies are difficult to conduct in contemporary America.
Twin studies offer another approach to disentangling genes from the environment
as the source of family resemblance. Twins offer a naturally occurring experiment in
which two individuals share the same environment from conception and either 100%
(monozygotic twins; MZ) or 50% of their genes (dizygotic twins; DZ). Resemblance
within twin pairs is typically quantified by calculating the correlation between twins
within pairs separately for MZ and DZ pairs. To the extent that MZ resemblance exceeds DZ resemblance, genetic influences are implicated. To the extent that DZ resemblance exceeds 50% of the MZ resemblance, influences from the shared family
environment are implicated. Biometrical modeling is used to quantify the relative
contributions of genetic factors, the shared family environment, and the unique or
nonshared environment.

ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
Because we are unaware of any previous research on the relationship between genetics
and forgiving, we start by describing our view and assumptions regarding the construct
of forgiveness. First, although no consensual definition of forgiveness exists (Worthington, 1998), we agree with McCullough, Pargament, and Thoresen (2000) that all the
existing definitions share core features—when people forgive, their responses toward
people who have transgressed against them become more positive and less negative. In
particular, Worthington and Wade’s definition (1999) of forgiveness as the emotional replacement of negative emotions of unforgiveness with positive emotions such as empathy, sympathy, compassion, or love informs our approach to studying forgiveness. After
conducting a review of the available literature on the genetic influences on these putatively forgiveness-related emotions, we found that a genetic influence on empathy is the
best established. Second, according to Worthington and Scherer (2004), unforgiveness
is conceptualized as a stress reaction, and forgiveness is one way people reduce unforgiveness. Thus, forgiveness can be used as a coping strategy to reduce a stressful reaction to a transgression (Worthington & Scherer, 2004). Third, forgiveness may be related
to the broader constructs of religion and spirituality (McCullough & Worthington, 1999
for a review). Fourth, forgiveness is related to personality traits such as neuroticism and
agreeableness (Symington, Walker, & Gorsuch, 2002).
Described above are assumptions that inform our approach to forgiveness. Because
there is little research specifically addressing genetic influences on forgiving, we will
examine genetic influences on constructs that we assume are related to forgiving.
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REVIEW OF THE THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
Assumption One—Empathy
One current conceptualization of forgiveness is based on Batson’s empathy-altruism
hypothesis (Batson & Oleson, 1991) that empathy motivates individuals to help others, including strangers, by activating the human aptitude for altruism. Although the
interpersonal context in which forgiveness occurs is often more complex than the
context in which altruism occurs, McCullough, Worthington, and Rachal (1997) view
empathy as vital to the notion of forgiveness as an altruistic behavior. They present evidence from two studies that forgiveness is a prosocial act largely mediated by
empathy toward the transgressor. The fi rst study found that the association between
forgiveness and apology was mediated in part by increased empathy facilitated by the
apology. The second study found that the usefulness of a psychosocial intervention
for promoting forgiveness was partly mediated by the efficacy of the intervention in
promoting empathy toward the offender. This link between empathy and forgiveness
was also found by McCullough and colleagues (1998). According to the empathy-forgiveness link, empathy toward the transgressor seems to be a critical condition for
the individual’s capacity to forgive after experiencing a transgression. McCullough,
Worthington, and Rachal (1997) considered various aspects of empathy and asserted
that empathy is primarily an affective phenomenon but also considered perspective
taking as an important element of empathy.
Influences on Empathy. Matthews and colleagues (Matthews, Batson, Horn, & Rosenman, 1981) investigated the heritability of empathy using adult men twin pairs. They
found a correlation of .41 for MZ twins and .05 for DZ twins, yielding a heritability of
72%. Rushton, Fulker, Neale, Nias, and Eysenck (1986), using adult twin pairs, found
evidence of substantial heritability of empathy. According to their results, 51% of the
variance in empathy was due to genetic factors, 49% was due to the nonshared environment, and the shared environment had no detectable influence. Although both
Matthews et al. (1981) and Rushton et al. (1986) reported high levels of heritability of
empathy, both studies have been criticized for analytic approaches that may overestimate heritability (see Davis, Luce, & Kraus, 1994).
Zahn-Wexler, Robinson, and Emde (1992) studied the development of empathic
concern in 14- and 20-month-old twin pairs. They found significant heritability at
both 14 and 20 months, with MZ correlations of .29 and .30, respectively, and DZ
correlations of .05 and .09. Heritability was of 23% at age 14 months and 28% at 20
months. Because behavior in young children may be different from that of older individuals, caution should be used when comparing aspects of empathy across developmental periods.
Davis et al. (1994) investigated the heritability of three facets of empathy: (a) empathic concern (feeling of sympathy, compassion, and concern for others), (b) personal
distress (feelings of discomfort when confronting another’s distress), and (c) perspective
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taking (dispositional tendency to consider the psychological point of view of others). The fi rst two are considered to be within the affective domain, whereas the last
one is nonaffective and has not been previously researched. They used data from
Loehlin and Nichols’s (1976) study of twins. For empathic concern, they observed an
MZ correlation of .22 and a DZ correlation of .08, producing a heritability estimate of
28%; for personal distress, the MZ twins correlated .22, and the DZ twins correlated
.06, producing a heritability estimate of 32%. In contrast, the difference between MZ
and DZ correlations for the perspective-taking aspect of empathy was not significant.
These results suggest that dispositional affective empathy is substantially influenced
by genetic factors.
Although there are only a few studies of the influence of genetic factors on empathy, all provide evidence for genetic influences. In general, previous research has not
detected a significant shared environmental influence on trait empathy. This may be
because it is nonshared aspects of the environment—whether within or outside the
family—that have the greatest influence on empathy, or it may be due to the relatively
lower power of the twin method for demonstrating shared environmental effects.

Assumption Two—Coping
Coping reflects thinking, feeling, or acting so as to preserve a satisfied psychological
state when threatened (Snyder, 2001). Therefore, forgiveness as a means of coping can
be thought of as a way to preserve a prosocial state between people in an interpersonal
relationship. Although coping styles have often been studied with regard to their relationship to specific quality-of-life outcomes (i.e., coping after a diagnosis of a medical
disorder), coping is also an important construct for geneticists interested in understanding more about individuals’ “sensitivity to the environment” (Kendler & Eaves,
1986). Although forgiveness after being a victim of wrongdoing can generate various
responses (e.g., emotional, motivational, cognitive, and/or behavioral; Snyder, 2001),
many researchers interested in coping mechanisms divide strategies into two primary
categories—those that are emotion-focused and those that are problem-focused. It has
been postulated that forgiveness is principally an emotion-focused coping strategy,
although it can be problem-focused as well (Worthington & Scherer, 2004).
Kendler and colleagues (Kendler, Kessler, Heath, Neale, & Eaves, 1991) were the
fi rst to investigate genetic and environmental influences on coping styles. Using the
Ways of Coping checklist (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980), they conducted a factor analysis and found three factors—turning to others, problem solving, and denial. They
categorized problem solving as a cognitive and problem-focused style, denial as emotion-focused, and turning to others as both problem-focused and emotion-focused.
Their twin data indicated that familial resemblance for turning to others and problem
solving was due solely to genetic factors (30% and 31%, respectively) but that shared
environmental factors accounted for most of the familial influence on denial (19%).
They concluded that genetic factors, presumably related to temperament, influence

RT9491_C015.indd 248

5/13/05 10:38:46 AM

Genetic Influences on Forgiving

249

the more problem-solving coping strategies of turning to others and problem solving. There was no strong evidence of familial environmental influences on the more
problem-focused strategies, which is not consistent with a “social learning” model of
learned behaviors from parents. In contrast, shared family environmental influences
significantly influenced the more emotion-focused denial strategy.
Mellins, Gatz, and Baker (1996) investigated coping methods in children from
a behavioral genetic standpoint. They found that genetic influences accounted for a
substantial percentage of the reliable variance in problem-focused coping strategies,
whereas the shared environment was a significant influence in emotion-focused alternatives. These are similar to Kendler et al. (1991): Problem-focused strategies are
significantly influenced by genes, and emotion-focused strategies are influenced by
the family environment. One caveat to this study was that the investigators measured
the same construct using both open-ended and closed-ended instruments, but these
measures yielded conflicting results, making clear-cut conclusions difficult to draw.
Using multivariate path analysis to test the hypothesis that different coping styles
share some of the same genetic influences as well having unique or unshared genetic influences, Busjahn and colleagues (Busjahn, Faulhaber, Freier, & Luft, 1999)
used a coping questionnaire with 19 different types of reactions (e.g., “play down,”
avoidance, self-medication/alcohol use). The majority of the response types (14 of 19)
showed genetic influences without significant shared environmental effects, 2 of the
19 scales showed effects from the family environment without genetic effects (aggression and distraction from situation), and 3 of 19 scales showed a combination of
genetic and shared environmental effects (situational control, avoidance, self-pity).
Results from multivariate analyses demonstrated a complex genetic architecture with
specific as well as shared genetic influences on coping behaviors.
Forgiveness has primarily been viewed as an emotion-focused coping strategy.
Empirical evidence suggests that emotion-focused coping strategies may be primarily
influenced by the shared family environment. More research is needed to determine
what specific aspects of the family environment may mediate emotion-focused coping
strategies specific to forgiveness.

Assumption Three—Spirituality and Religion
Religion Versus Spirituality. The relationship between religiosity and spirituality
was examined by Wink and Dillon (2003), under the assumption that they are related
but distinct constructs (Marty, 1993). They used different measurements for spirituality and religiosity and examined their interrelationship and relationship to psychosocial well-being. Religiosity was assessed using items regarding institutionalized
beliefs and practice, and spirituality was assessed using items regarding daily personal (noninstitutionalized) beliefs and behaviors. Results indicated that religiosity
is more related to communal behaviors, whereas spirituality is more concerned with
one’s self (i.e., asserting, protecting, and expanding the self). Although there was some
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overlap between religiosity and spirituality (both constructs correlated substantially
with some communal characteristics), Wink and Dillon concluded that the two constructs are distinct. In contrast, Hill et al. (2000) reported that religion and spirituality
represent related rather than independent constructs. According to Wuthnow (1998),
associating religiosity and spirituality to institutional versus personal domains disregards the fact that all forms of spiritual expression unfold in a social context and that
organized faith traditions are concerned with the ordering of personal affairs as well.
In addition, empirical evidence indicates that most individuals experience spirituality within the context of an organized religion and do not decontextualize spirituality
from religion (Marler & Hadaway, 2002; Zinnbauer et al., 1997).
The relationship between forgiveness and religion was explored by McCullough
and Worthington (1999) within the three major monotheistic traditions in the West
(Christianity, Islam, and Judaism). They also examined the extent to which forgiveness and religion are connected in human functioning by reviewing the existing body
of research on these two constructs. Based on their review, they concluded that forgiveness is a concept that generally has deep religious roots in Western culture.
Kendler and colleagues (2003), using adult twins, conducted a factor analysis to
assess religiosity, spirituality and related attitudes. They found seven dimensions of
religiosity. One was named forgiveness and included items reflecting caring, loving,
and a forgiving approach to the world. Another dimension, named unvengefulness,
was partly extracted from the same measure as the items of forgiveness but reflected
an attitude that emphasized avoiding retaliation rather than promoting forgiveness.
Other dimensions were general religiosity, social religiosity, involved God, God as
judge, and thankfulness. These results indicate the complexity and multidimensionality of the construct of religiosity. Moreover, although some have argued that religiosity and spirituality are different dimensions (i.e., religiousness represents an
institutional, formal, inhibiting expression; spirituality represents a personal, subjective, freeing expression; Koenig, McCullough, & Larson, 2001), Kendler et al. (2003)
observed no major distinction between the two constructs.
Genetics and Spirituality/Religion. Using adolescent twins, Loehlin and Nichols
(1976) reported that the frequency of religious activities was substantially correlated
in twin pairs and that there were only moderately higher correlations for MZ than
for DZ pairs. Similarly, Rose (1988), using the MMPI, found that twin resemblance
for religious orthodoxy was mainly influenced by shared environmental factors. Rose
(1988) found that 10% of the variance in religious orthodoxy was due to genetic influence, 61% was due to the shared environment, and 29% was due to the nonshared
environment.
Using adult twins reared together and reared apart, Waller and colleagues (Waller,
Kojetin, Bouchard, Lykken, & Tellegen, 1990) examined five measures of religiosity
and reported substantial heritability for all scales, including an MMPI-based measure
of religious fundamentalism. They found that for fundamentalism, 46% of the variance was contributed by genetic factors, and the remaining variance was contributed
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by the nonshared environment. Truett et al. (1994) used a large twin-family study
(29,698 subjects, of which 5,670 were twin pairs) that included data on frequency of
church attendance. Applying a gender-dependent model, they found that in males,
genes and the family environment each contributed about one quarter of the variance
in frequency of church attendance, whereas the nonshared environment accounted
for about half. In females, genetic factors, the family environment, and the nonshared
environment contributed roughly equally to the variance. Some variance was attributable to the covariance of genes and environment. Kendler, Gardner, and Prescot
(1997) studied resemblance for religiosity (i.e., personal devotion, personal conservatism, institutional conservatism) in female twin pairs. They found that personal conservatism could be explained mainly on the basis of twins’ nonshared environment
(55%), but shared environment contributed to the variance as well (45%). No evidence
was found for the influence of any genetic factors on personal conservatism. For institutional conservatism, genetic factors had a minor role (12%); the nonshared environment explained 37% of the variance, but most of the variance could be explained by
the shared environment (51%). Interestingly, for personal devotion, family environment and genetic factors made similar contributions to twin resemblance (24% and
29%, respectively), and the balance was due to the nonshared environment (47%).
D’Onofrio and colleagues (1999), using twin pairs and their family members,
found that additive genetic effects explained 18% of the variance for females and
19% for males for church attendance. The contribution of nonadditive genetic influences accounted for approximately 30% in females and 23% in males. Using adult
male twin pairs from the Vietnam Era Twin Registry, Tsuang, Williams, Simpson,
and Lyons (2002) reported that shared environmental factors accounted for 45% of
the variance in spiritual involvement, nonshared environmental factors accounted for
32%, and genetic factors accounted for 23%. These results are suggestive only due to
the relatively small sample size (100 pairs). It appears as though both shared environmental and genetic factors influence dimensions of religiosity. (For further information on twin correlations and parameter estimates of other religious constructs, see
D’Onofrio, Eaves, Murrelle, Maes, & Spilka, 1999.)

Assumption Four—Personality
It has been suggested that a variety of factors influence forgiving a transgression and
that at times, individual differences such as personality are significant contributors to
forgiveness, whereas at other times, social and relational factors are more important
(for a review, see chapter 11 by Mullet, Neto, & Riviére; Snyder, 2001). Symington and
colleagues (2002) found that neuroticism and agreeableness were personality traits
that played a significant role in a variety of forgiveness dimensions; researchers have
also found these traits to have an opposite effect on forgiveness. Agreeableness is positively correlated with forgiveness, and neuroticism is negatively correlated (Brose,
Rye, Lutz, & Ross, 2002). McCullough and colleagues (McCullough, Bellah, Kilpatrick,
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& Johnson, 2001) found vengefulness to play a major role in forgiveness (i.e., vengeful
people are less forgiving). They also found that vengefulness was positively correlated
to neuroticism and negatively correlated to agreeableness.
Loehlin (1992) summarized five large twin studies that investigated neuroticism
and found that model-fitting analyses across twin and adoption designs produced heritability estimates of 41%. With regard to environmental effects, no more than 10% of
the variance in neuroticism was accounted for by shared environment, and the greatest variance was attributed to nonshared environmental influences (and error).
Bergeman and colleagues (1993) published a genetic analysis of twins reared together and apart on other dimensions of personality, including the other primary personality trait related to forgiveness—agreeableness. Using model-fitting techniques,
they found that the total genetic influences were approximately 12%, shared environmental effects were 21%, and nonshared environmental effects accounted for 67% of
the variance. Jang and colleagues (Jang, Livesley, & Vernon, 1996) reported that 41% of
the variance for both neuroticism and agreeableness was genetically determined. The
evidence supporting a significant genetic influence on agreeableness is not as well
established as that for the genetic influence on neuroticism.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
It seems highly unlikely that any knowledge we may gain about the influence of genetic factors on forgiveness, either at the quantitative or molecular level, will have
any applied implications in the foreseeable future. The relationship of genes and the
proteins for which they code to the behavior of forgiving will undoubtedly prove to
be complex, and manipulation of the relevant genes would be morally and ethically
problematic, even if it were scientifically possible. If all we are interested in is the
technical application of scientific understanding of genetic influences on forgiveness,
we will inevitably be disappointed.
However, genetic research into behavior has the potential to address questions
about human nature that may be more meaningful: Why are we humans the way we
are? Suggesting that a trait or behavior is influenced by genetic factors has various implications. Genetic explanations are antithetical to some ideologies because they are
assumed to imply deterministic mechanisms that preclude any possibility of changing or influencing the characteristic. For some people, concluding that a trait or behavior is influenced by genetic factors may lead to therapeutic nihilism; that is, they
may conclude that if a factor is genetically influenced, it is immutable or unchangeable. Fortunately, this view is misguided.
The disorder phenylketonuria (PKU) is a convenient example of the shortcomings of this view. If an infant has two defective copies of the gene that codes for the
enzyme that metabolizes phenylalanine, the result is a buildup of phenylpyruvic acid,
which damages that developing nervous system, leading to mental retardation. However, for individuals who have the genotype for PKU, an environmental manipulation
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(i.e., excluding phenylaline from the diet) can prevent the clinical syndrome. This
demonstrates that “genetically determined” outcomes are not necessarily inevitable.
Evidence that may demonstrate significant genetic influences on an individual’s probability of forgiving would not be incompatible with efforts to improve understanding
of forgiveness and environmental interventions to promote forgiveness.
Although for some people the belief in genetic influences might lead to pessimism
about the efficacy of interventions, genetic explanations can also be used to promote
a nonjudgmental stance (and perhaps forgiveness itself). Tolerance toward traits such
as obesity or homosexuality that have often been stigmatized in our culture may be
promoted by evidence supporting the influence of genetic factors. If obesity to a great
extent reflects genetic predispositions, it is more difficult to sustain a view of the
obese individual as having a character flaw; if sexual orientation is a reflection of
genetic influences, it is more difficult to characterize an orientation as “sinful.” An
appreciation of genetic influences on human behavior may help reduce blame and
promote tolerance. Although understanding genetic influences on forgiveness will
not translate into a clinical intervention, it can inform how we think about people in
a way that will lead to attitudes that are both more realistic and more humane.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN THE AREA
To date there has been little work on the genetic and environmental influences on forgiving, so additional exploration in the field could prove to be valuable. Twin studies
might be the best starting point for research on genetic influences on forgiving. Twin
studies could inform our understanding of genetic influences on the construct of forgiveness but might also provide information about the nature of the relationships of
other relevant constructs to forgiveness. Such research could, for example, explicate
that nature of the relationship between forgiveness and personality traits such as
neuroticism.
Another factor to keep in mind in trying to understand genetic influences on
forgiving is the complexity introduced by the potential for environmental factors to
influence gene expression. At any given time or context, many genes remain unexpressed. Developmental and environmental factors can alter the expression of genes.
It may be that certain developmental or environmental factors affect the expression of
genes that influence the probability of forgiving. There may be an interaction between
genes and the environment in which certain genetic influences are manifested only
under certain environmental conditions.
We are aware of only two ongoing studies of genetic influences on forgiveness—
each study is being conducted by an author of this chapter. Tsuang and colleagues
(Tsuang, 2005) recently completed data collection on a project entitled, “Is There a Role
for Forgiveness and Spirituality in Coping with Combat Trauma?” In this study, we
conducted an empirical investigation of the role of forgiveness in coping with trauma
associated with military service in Vietnam. The overall objective is to explicate the
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actual and potential roles of forgiveness for coping with combat and other traumatic
life-threatening experiences. This study utilized 170 pairs of identical twins from the
Vietnam Era Twin Registry in which one twin served in Vietnam and experienced
high levels of combat exposure and the co-twin served in the military but did not serve
in Vietnam.
The second study, “The Causes and Effects of Forgiveness: A Twin Family Study”
by Eaves (2005), investigates whether religion and forgiveness protect against drug
use. The study is investigating whether genetic and psychological factors play a part
in using drugs as well as factors that may influence forgiveness. Questionnaires on religiosity, adolescent behavioral outcomes, and social risk and protective factors were
mailed to adolescent twins and their parents. Data are also being collected on adult
twins, along with their spouses and children, examining similar constructs. Preliminary analyses indicate that the correlation for MZ twins is greater than that for DZ
twins and lead to the inference that there is a small genetic influence on forgiveness,
such as is found with a number of other temperamental traits.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
The approach we have taken in our twin study of forgiveness in Vietnam veterans
provides an example of how we believe that genetic factors can be incorporated into
a study examining forgiveness. We are investigating the influence that forgiveness
may have on the individual’s ability to cope with combat stress. The outcomes we are
examining include variables such as physical health, psychiatric disorders (e.g., posttraumatic stress disorder, depression, substance abuse), demoralization (nonspecific
distress), and “life success” as indicated by occupational functioning, family functioning, and life satisfaction. In our model, the question of the moderating effect of
forgiveness on combat exposure is addressed by determining whether forgiveness influences the relationship between combat and social/psychological outcomes later in
life. This question may seem straightforward, but answering the question unambiguously may actually be fairly complicated. One way to think of this design is that each
pair of twins represents two copies of a single set of genes and family environmental
influences. Conceptually speaking, one copy of the genes and family environment
is sent to Vietnam and exposed to combat trauma; the other set is not exposed. The
outcome of the unexposed individual is the best predictor of the status of the combatexposed twin if he had not been exposed to combat. In this way, we are not judging the
influence of forgiveness on the psychological and social outcomes per se. Rather, we
are judging the influence of forgiveness based on the deviation of the combat-exposed
twin’s outcomes from the outcomes of his unexposed co-twin. This will allow us to
determine whether forgiveness can ameliorate some of the adverse consequences of
combat trauma.
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Although it is still the “early days” in the behavior-genetic study of forgiveness,
the above theoretical perspective has its precedent in other areas of psychiatric genetics. A recent study by Eaves, Silberg, and Erkanli (2003) focused on the relationship
between prepubertal anxiety, adverse life events, and later depression in a sample
of adolescent female twins. Briefly, they showed how early genetic differences on
anxiety (the analogy of a forgiving temperament in our model) created differences in
later depression through three distinct pathways. The fi rst pathway is due to the fact
that the same genes that affect early anxiety also influence later depression. Such a
process is known to geneticists as pleiotropy and to developmental pychopathologists
as heterotypic continuity. The second pathway arises because early genetic effects
on anxiety increase exposure to life events that in turn increase risk to depression
(“genotype-environment correlation;” rG-E). Finally, the genes that create differences
in early anxiety also make young women more sensitive to the depressogenic effects
of environmental adversity (“genotype × environment interaction,” GxE). This basic
threefold mechanism, mutatis mutandis, is exactly that envisioned on our model for
the relationship between a forgiving temperament, exposure to wrong, and subsequent successful social adaptation.

CONCLUSIONS
Studying genetic (and environmental) influences on forgiving will be difficult because forgiving occurs in the context of an event that provides the opportunity to
forgive or not to forgive. That is, if the individual has not been wronged, there is not
an opportunity to determine whether he or she would forgive the wrong. Because
traditional approaches to studying genetic influences depend on assessing similarity
among relatives, this creates a situation in which relatives could be dissimilar in their
forgiving for reasons having to do with forgiveness per se, or they could be dissimilar
because they did not both experience a transgression or experienced different transgressions. To have a clear-cut assessment of the degree of similarity among relatives
for their forgiving behavior, it would be very helpful if both relatives had experienced
a similar transgression from which to judge their forgiving. Perhaps on a lifetime basis, it would be possible to identify comparable instances of being wronged for each
individual, then to assess how forgiving he or she was in that situation.
Because most human behavior is influenced by genetic factors, it seems very
likely that forgiving will be found to be as well. Although there has been dramatic
progress in biological and statistical aspects of genetic research, the rate-limiting step
in explicating the genetic influences on forgiving is likely to be the complex and multifaceted nature of the construct and the difficulty of measuring and quantifying the
phenomenon.
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Chapter Sixteen

Neuroimaging of Forgivability
Tom F. D. Farrow
Peter W. R. Woodruff

F

orgiveness may be defined as compassionate feelings that support a willingness
to forgive or as the act of excusing a mistake or offense (WordNet, 1997). One
component of forgiveness may be judging the forgivability of others’ actions
(possibly taking contextual information or extenuating circumstances into account).
Neuroimaging of forgivability is initially both very attractive and potentially
quite disturbing. To the layperson, brain scanning equates with scientists examining
which part of the brain “lights up” or activates when a particular action, emotion, or
thought happens. The attractiveness of this possibility is therefore in the promise to
reveal a physical basis to what is generally regarded as an ethereal and psychologically complex concept.
The disturbing aspect though, is the possibility posed by neuroimaging of exposing our innermost thoughts, moral judgments, and emotions to scrutiny and quantitative analysis. In this chapter, we will explore the ways in which neuroimaging can be
used to strengthen our understanding of the physiology of forgiveness and can provide the means by which we can explore relevant brain mechanisms. For instance, we
report how functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) has been used to explore
the brain activations associated with component processes of forgivability judgments
and has allowed examination of brain regions involved in actively giving—or withholding—forgiveness.
fMRI is a noninvasive imaging technique that relies on the differing properties
of oxyhemoglobin and deoxyhemoglobin (oxygenated and deoxygenated blood) in a
magnetic field. This allows mapping of the distribution of oxygenated blood (and by
inference, neuronal activity) in response to a particular task. fMRI scans are designed
such that subjects perform contrasting tasks, the demands of which are matched as
far as possible, so as to differ only by the specific cognitive process of interest. By
subtracting the “baseline” task from the “active” task, many of the background and
other processes unrelated to cognitive processes of interest (such as perceiving the
noise of the scanner) are excluded. Brain activations to complex psychological paradigms (as opposed to, e.g., visual cortex activation to viewing a flashing checkerboard
pattern) are rarely significantly strong enough for reliable and meaningful areas to be
259
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identified in individual subjects. It is, therefore, more common for activations to be
group averaged.
Such techniques also allow examination of brain changes within a group, such
as those induced by psychotherapeutic or pharmacological intervention and symptom
resolution. Successful imaging of complex psychological brain processes is ultimately
completely reliant on the ability of the paradigm to elicit the cognitive task of interest.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
In our early scanning studies (Farrow et al., 2001), we neither attempted to nor claim to
have imaged subjects in the process of actively forgiving. To achieve such an aim would
have required the application of individually tailored scenarios and would have relied
on the engagement of a personally sensitive and fairly unconstrained cognitive process
at the required time in an unfamiliar environment (an MRI scanner). However, more
recently, this more ambitious paradigm has been attempted (Pietrini, 2003).
We were initially interested in imaging subjects making judgments about the forgivability of another’s actions. To do so, we identified putative component cognitive
processes according to the following rationale:
1. Forgivability judgments are likely to be dependent on our interaction with and
perception of the people around us and the cultural and societal norms to which
we subscribe. Hence, we sought a social cognition paradigm that probed the cognitive thoughts and processes underlying social perception and social judgments.
2. Forgivability is likely to involve moral judgments. The task therefore had to concern a moral judgment about behavior.
3. Forgivability depends on empathy. The task therefore needed to involve the person
in identifying with and understanding another’s situation, feelings, and motives.
4. Forgivability depends on the capacity for a theory of mind (ToM). Hence, the task
would require the attribution of independent mental states to self and others in
order to explain and predict others’ behavior. This capacity is often described as
seeing the world from someone else’s point of view or perspective.
We attempted, therefore, to elucidate the component processes that together are
required to make a forgivability judgment. Social cognition, moral judgments, empathy, and ToM have all been examined using neuroimaging, and their study is also of
relevance to many neuropsychiatric conditions. Empathy includes the interpretation
and expression of emotions and contains a cognitive (understanding a conspecific’s
behavior and his or her intentions) and an affective (visceral emotional) component.
Successful human social interaction (cohesion) requires understanding of other people’s intentions, actions, and emotions. Specific to neuropsychiatry, empathic ability
is often compromised in psychopathy, borderline personality disorder, and orbitofrontal and ventromedial cortex damage, whereas ToM deficits exist in autism, Asperger’s
syndrome, and schizophrenia. Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is known, in
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contrast with the other neuropsychiatric conditions mentioned, to respond well to
a course of cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT; Tarrier et al., 1999). PTSD has been
characterized as an impairment of the accurate evaluation and categorization of experiences (Stein, Jang, Taylor, Vernon, & Livesley, 2002), which may lead to a reduced
or conditioned “normal” emotional physiological response and subsequently affect
information processing (see chapter 22 by Noll for a review). The possibility therefore
exists of conducting pre- and posttherapy brain imaging in patients with PTSD, using
a paradigm such as empathic or forgivability judgments.
In this chapter, we will consider studies that attempt to image forgivability, then
those that have examined the four component processes previously described.

REVIEW OF THE THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
Neuroimaging Studies of Forgivability and Forgiveness
To date, there have been four separate studies of neuroimaging of forgiveness. These
involved forgivability judgments in healthy controls (Farrow et al., 2001), forgivability
judgments in patients with PTSD pre- and posttherapy (Farrow et al., 2002), forgivability judgments in patients with schizophrenia (Egleston et al., 2004; Green et al., 2003),
and “actively forgiving” in healthy controls (Pietrini, 2003; Ricciardi et al., 2004).

Empathic and Forgivability Judgments in Healthy Controls
In Farrow et al. (2001), 10 healthy control subjects (mean age 31 years [range 21–51
years]; 7 men and 3 women) underwent an fMRI scan while making empathic and
forgivability judgments. Subjects began by reading a short scenario before making
five serial forced-choice decisions from two possible answers (see Table 16.1). Each
scenario (empathic or forgivability judgments) was alternated with “baseline” social
reasoning judgments to allow activation-of-no-interest subtraction that focused on
activations related to the effect of the cognition of interest. Data analysis and results
were restricted to brain activations in response to the judgment-making process, as
scenario-reading activations were excluded. It was hypothesized that frontotemporal
brain regions would be differentially activated by empathic and forgivability judgment tasks.
Areas of activation are reported by two methods—neuroanatomical name (i.e.,
brain region) and Brodmann’s area (BA; a functional and cytoarchitectonic parcellation of brain grey matter, similar but not identical to the brain’s gyral folds). Empathy
judgments relative to social reasoning were associated with significant activations of
left anterior middle temporal (BA 21), left superior frontal (BA 9), left inferior frontal
(BA 47), orbitofrontal gyri (BA 11), and precuneus (BA 7; see Figure 16.1a). Judgments
of forgivability relative to social reasoning were associated with significant activations
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TABLE 16.1.

Examples of Presentation Paradigms

Social reasoning judgments (baseline)
Scenario: Approaching a large traffic jam on the motorway.
Details: It is not rush hour. There have been no road work signs.
Decision: More likely explanation for the delay.
A car crashed ahead

OR

A lorry crashed ahead

A local football match

OR

A local hockey match

A car burst into flames

OR

A car ran out of petrol

A slow lorry ahead

OR

A slow tractor ahead

Flooding on the road

OR

An oil spill on the road

Empathic judgments
Scenario: Your friend’s daughter is happy.
Details: She is nine years old, in high spirits, and excited about a forthcoming event.
Decision: More likely explanation for her emotional state.
Her birthday the following day

OR

Her birthday the following week

Favourite football team won a match

OR

Favourite football team won the league

Going to the cinema that afternoon

OR

Going to the ice-rink that afternoon

Buying a new school uniform

OR

Buying a new party dress

Going to her grandmother’s house

OR

Going to her friend’s house

Forgivability judgments
Scenario: A celebrity appearing in court.
Details: You read in the newspaper that a well-known television presenter has appeared in
court, charged with an offense.
Decision: Which of the following crimes you would see as more forgivable?
Income tax evasion

OR

Council tax evasion

Driving while drunk

OR

Driving while disqualified

Speeding on a motorway

OR

Speeding on a country road

Assaulting a journalist

OR

Assaulting an autograph hunter

Shoplifting from a food store

OR

Shoplifting from a clothes store

Note: Examples of paradigms used in scanner. Each functional scan lasting 306 s incorporated six 51-s
epochs in a boxcar design of paradigm presentation (3 “active” empathic or forgivability judgments alternated with 3 “baseline” social reasoning judgments). Each 51-s condition consisted of a 16-s visually
presented scenario followed by five serially presented pairs of possible answers. Each pair of possible
answers was displayed for 7 s, thereby creating a 35-s epoch during which subjects made serial forcedchoice judgments about the same index scenario.
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(a)

(b)

FIGURE 16.1. (a) Empathic vs. social reasoning judgments. (b) Forgivability vs. social reasoning judgments. SPM activation maps depict “averaged” regional brain activations from 10
subjects performing empathic judgments (Figure 16.1a) and forgivability judgments (Figure
16.1b) relative to social reasoning judgments. Extent of activation is shown in grey voxel clusters (p < 0.05, corrected for multiple comparisons) within 3 “transparent” brain projections
viewed from the right aspect (sagittal projection; top left of figure), the posterior aspect (coronal projection; top right of figure), and from the superior aspect (axial projection; bottom left
of figure). Reproduced with permission of Lippincott, Williams, & Wilkins Publishers. From
Farrow, T. F. D., Zheng, Y., Wilkinson, I. D., Spence, S. A., Deakin, J. F. W., Tarrier, N., Griffiths,
P. D., & Woodruff, P. W. R. (2001). Investigating the functional anatomy of empathy and forgiveness. NeuroReport, 12, 2433–2438.
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of [left] superior frontal (BA 8/9/10) and posterior cingulate gyri (BA 31; see Figure
16.1b). Both empathic and forgivability judgments were associated with significant
activations of left superior frontal (BA 9); orbitofrontal gyri (BA 11); and precuneus
(BA 7). The activation areas common to empathic and forgivability judgments are distinct from the activations seen for each judgment paradigm individually.
Farrow et al. (2001) investigated the functional anatomy of forgiveness by examining one of many (postulated) cognitive components of forgiving—the neural correlates
of making empathic and forgivability judgments. In keeping with previous studies of
social cognition (as we will see later), making empathic and forgivability judgments
clearly implicates frontotemporal brain regions. In particular, there was a discrete activation of left middle temporal gyrus while making empathic judgments, which was not
seen during judgments of forgivability. These preliminary results suggest that attempting to understand others (i.e., empathizing) is physiologically distinct from determining the forgivability of their actions. The middle temporal gyrus has been described as
“a common neural system of stored knowledge of personal identity” (Gorno-Tempini
et al., 1998, p. 2103). The lack of middle temporal gyrus activation in response to the
forgivability judgments may have been due to the forgivability scenarios being based
on unknown individuals, whereas the empathic scenarios were based on personal acquaintances. The empathic judgments in our study required the imagining of a known
person’s responses, whereas the forgivability judgments centered on unknown people.
This possible confound could have been addressed by adapting the empathy protocol so
that it referred to persons unknown to the experimental subjects. However, it could be
argued that by nature, empathy is likely to be applied most accurately with reference to
another person known to the individual. Left frontal cortex was activated by both empathic and forgivability judgments, a finding that is congruent with reports of impaired
empathy following left frontal cortical lesions (Grattan & Eslinger, 1992). In particular,
left medial prefrontal cortex exhibits highly circumscribed activation common to both
conditions, suggesting that they share a common neurocognitive substrate.
Lack of empathy is of central importance to many psychiatric conditions (e.g.,
schizophrenia, narcissistic personality disorder, antisocial personality disorder). Our
results give a strong indication that activations of very high-level cognitive processes are recordable and that abnormal mental states could be reasonably predicted to
show differing patterns of activation. There is an emerging literature on the beneficial
effects of forgiveness as a psychotherapeutic intervention for many conditions (e.g.,
PTSD, postabortion grief, and incest; Coyle & Enright, [1997], Freedman & Enright,
[1996]). “Abnormal” brain activations may therefore be amenable to “normalization”
through cognitive intervention, possibly containing a forgiveness component.

Empathic and Forgivability Judgments in Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
Farrow et al. (2002) reported preliminary fi ndings from an ongoing study using 13
patients with PTSD (following a road traffic accident or assault). We wished to explore
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the way in which PTSD symptoms would impact on emotional and social cognition
processing (i.e., patients’ ability to make empathic and forgivability judgments). We
hypothesized that the psychological impact of PTSD would be reflected in attenuation
of brain activation in regions previously shown to subserve social cognition (Farrow
et al., 2001) and that CBT tailored to include a forgiveness component, would result in
“normalization” of brain activation on tasks that probe empathy and forgivability.
Subjects were scanned while making the empathic and forgivability judgments
described in Farrow et al. (2001) both before and after CBT that specifically addressed
issues of forgiveness of the perpetrator. The CBT comprised up to 10 weekly 1-hour
sessions of fi xed content, together with intersessional tasks (e.g., writing a trauma impact statement to be regularly read and rewritten during the therapeutic course). The
concepts of empathy and forgiveness were discussed in the context of the expression
of anger, frustration, and the need for revenge. In subsequent sessions, empathy with
the perpetrator was discussed as a positive emotional state competing with potential
negative emotional states. Topics included types of empathy, expression of empathy,
and techniques for promoting empathy and making statements to the offender promoting empathy. Patients’ intersessional tasks at this stage included writing a letter to
themselves from the offender’s perspective.
Patients then spent three sessions specifically investigating forgiveness in relation
to their index incident. The fi rst of these specific sessions, “forgiveness as a meaningful skill,” included exposure to hurt, identifying events to focus forgiveness on, identifying personal ways of forgiving, and forgiveness role-play. The intersessional tasks
included writing a letter from the offender’s perspective and rehearsal of forgiving.
The second of three specific sessions focused on the “promoting of a commitment
to forgive” by investigating techniques and personal ways of exploring commitment
to forgive, reading the letter written from the offender’s perspective, and role playing
of empathic understanding. For their intersessional task, patients wrote a “letter of
forgiveness.”
The final session focused specifically on the ideas of forgiveness and “holding on
to forgiveness,” together with techniques for holding on to forgiveness—reading their
forgiveness letter, discussing attribution errors, and role-playing exercises involving
forgiveness.
All patients fulfilled DSM-IV (American Psychological Association [APA], 1994)
criteria for PTSD pretherapy but, with significant symptom resolution, did not fulfill
them posttherapy. Preliminary results suggested that pretherapy, PTSD patients’ empathic and forgivability judgments relative to social reasoning were associated with
significantly less activation in relevant areas, as identified from healthy controls (Farrow et al., 2001). For the same patients posttherapy, empathic and forgivability judgments produced activations similar to those seen in healthy control subjects.
The main finding from this study was therefore that patients with PTSD showed
enhanced brain activation following symptom resolution in brain areas that were
previously shown to be involved in social cognition (Farrow et al., 2001). Symptom
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resolution was facilitated by therapeutic input that involved a central, structured forgiveness component.
Patients with PTSD were often dealing in therapy with issues of forgiveness (toward someone that they saw as to blame for their incident) and reported reduced
empathy (numbing of affect toward family, friends, and colleagues). However, the
scanning tasks engaged processes linked with social cognition judgments rather than
directly invoking inherent emotions. It is therefore difficult at this stage to state categorically how specific the effect is to forgiveness, as opposed to other, higher order
information-processing abnormalities observed in PTSD (Blomhoff, Reinvang, & Malt,
1998; McFarlane, Weber, & Clark , 1993).
This fMRI study in PTSD (Farrow et al., 2002), however, does provide convincing
evidence that a psychotherapeutic intervention might lead to changes in brain activity. The issue of forgiveness is pertinent to many cases of PTSD, and this is clearly an
area that would benefit from further investigation. These results are encouraging in
general for similar neuroimaging studies of psychotherapeutic intervention in serious
mental disorders that concern difficulties in social interaction.

Empathic and Forgivability Judgments in Schizophrenia
Difficulty with social interactions is a key clinical feature of schizophrenia, which has
been characterized as “a disorder of the representation of [others’] mental states” (Frith,
1992, p. 107). These deficits may impact patients’ ability to make judgments about, for
example, empathic and forgivability scenarios. A better understanding of the neural
basis of social cognition might ultimately help to explain brain mechanisms underlying
some of the deficits in social functioning in people with schizophrenia.
One ongoing study (Egleston et al., 2004; Green et al., 2003) has been concerned
with repeating the empathic and forgivability judgment paradigms (Farrow et al.,
2001) in patients with schizophrenia. Data were also collected from a new set of
healthy controls to confi rm the reproducibility of “normal” activations. In both the
healthy controls and patients with schizophrenia, scanning was conducted twice (approximately 2.5 months apart) to provide a pre- and posttreatment comparison for the
patients with schizophrenia and a measure of the reproducibility of activations in
healthy controls over time.
Fourteen patients with schizophrenia and fourteen age-, sex-, and IQ-matched
healthy controls were scanned on two occasions. At initial scan, healthy controls
showed very similar activations to those previously reported. Those data supported
the reproducibility of the paradigm. At second scan, healthy control subjects showed
reduced activation to both empathic and forgivability judgments, thereby giving a
more valid comparator for patients’ second scans. Preliminary results suggest an
increased activation in schizophrenia patients following treatment, compared with
controls (i.e., schizophrenia [Time 2 – Time 1] minus control [Time 2 – Time 1]) in
task-relevant regions (Egleston et al., 2004; Green et al., 2003).
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These findings support other neuroimaging studies implicating frontotemporal
underactivation in patients with schizophrenia during social cognition tasks (e.g.,
Russell et al., 2000). The findings suggest that treatment-induced increases in brain
activation occur in areas implicated in empathic and forgivability judgments.

Active Imaginal Forgiving in Healthy Control Subjects
Pietrini, Ricciardi, and their colleagues at the University of Pisa, Italy (Pietrini, 2003,
Ricciardi et al., 2004) state in their abstract that, “While designating regions involved
in evaluating forgivability and ethical judgments, these results [Farrow et al., 2001]
do not provide any insight about neural responses associated with the process of giving or withholding forgiving” (Ricciardi et al., 2004, p. 1). Having previously successfully used fMRI combined with visual imagery strategies to explore the neural
correlates of aggressive behavior (Pietrini, Guazzelli, Basso, Jaffe, & Grafman, 2000),
they sought to determine the brain correlates associated with the imaginal evocation
of giving or withholding forgiveness. In the fMRI scanner, six healthy volunteers (four
female; mean age 26 years) evoked individually specific scenarios that comprised a
hurtful event. They were then randomly instructed to imagine giving or withholding
forgiveness. Activations to evocation of the hurtful event and engaging in forgiving
or unforgiving behavior were all examined. Preliminary results from the evocation
of the hurtful condition showed increases in anterior middle frontal and ventral temporal cortices associated with activity reductions in visual, motor, and subcortical
regions, compared with the baseline control condition. The enactment of forgiving
versus unforgiving behavior was associated with differences in neural activity in the
right medial, middle and superior frontal cortices, right amygdala, bilateral striatum,
left anterior cingulate, bilateral posterior parietal cortices, and cerebellum. These anterior areas, such as frontal cortex, amygdala, anterior cingulate and striatum; are involved with the regulation of emotional responses, moral judgments (Greene & Haidt,
2002), perception of physical and moral pain, and decision-making processes (Vogt,
Finch, & Olson, 1992). Hence, there may be a convergence in our understanding of
psychological component processes to forgiving and their neural correlates. Pietrini
and colleagues’ results are novel in that they may tap the affective (i.e., bodily, autonomic) component of actively forgiving and feeling emotional experiences (albeit from
recalled memories). This may explain why their results contain areas of activation
common to previous studies (Egleston et al., 2004; Farrow et al., 2001, 2002; Green et
al., 2003) as well as additional regions.

RELEVANT PREVIOUS RESEARCH
Previously reported research on fMRI of empathic and forgivability judgments and giving and withholding forgiving supports the existence of components of such high-level
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cognitions. These components have been elucidated by neuroimaging in healthy volunteers regarding theory of mind (ToM; Fletcher et al., 1995; Gallagher et al., 2000; Goel,
Grafman, Sadato, & Hallett, 1995), moral judgments (Greene, Sommerville, Nystrom,
Darley, & Cohen, 2001; Greene & Haidt, 2002; Moll, Eslinger, & de Oliveira-Souza, 2001),
moral sensitivity (Moll et al., 2002), general emotional activation (Phan, Wager, Taylor,
& Liberzon, 2002), and sympathy (Decety & Chaminade, 2003). ToM paradigms have
also been extensively conducted in patients with autism and Asperger’s syndrome (e.g.,
Happé et al., 1997), and patients with schizophrenia (e.g., Mazza, De Risio, Surian,
Roncone, & Casacchia, 2001; Russell et al., 2000). Both of these patient groups are considered to have specific ToM deficits.
ToM tasks involve left medial prefrontal cortex, left ventrolateral prefrontal cortex, orbitofrontal cortex, and posterior cingulate gyrus in healthy control subjects.
Medial prefrontal cortical (and to a lesser extent, posterior cingulate gyrus) activation
during ToM tasks is not observed in patients with Asperger’s syndrome. In patients
with schizophrenia, ToM tasks fail to activate the ventrolateral prefrontal cortex (and
to a lesser extent, medial prefrontal cortex).
Sympathy has been defi ned as “the affinity, association, or relationship between
persons wherein whatever affects one similarly affects the other” (Merriam-Webster
Medical Dictionary, 2002). A positron emission tomography (PET) neuroimaging study
of sympathy (Decety & Chaminade, 2003) used videos of sad and emotionally neutral
stories to elicit brain activations. Decety and Chaminade (2003) found that emotional
expression of any kind in the videos was associated with activation of left inferior
frontal gyrus. Medial prefrontal gyrus activation was associated with incongruity
between an actor’s emotional expression and the narrative content of a story. The
authors proposed that the medial prefrontal gyrus is involved in evaluating social
conflict. However, they also noted that the inferior frontal and medial prefrontal activations were modulated by subjects’ assessment of the likeability of the story actors.
The interaction between objective emotional interpretation and subjective judgment
of a person’s “likeability” may have relevance for further neuroimaging studies of forgiveness. For instance, one interpretation of this finding may be that we more easily
forgive people we like.
A further area of research relevant to forgiveness is neuroimaging moral judgments. Greene et al. (2001) presented subjects with stories about which they made
moral judgments. An example of such a story was one in which a runaway train was
heading toward a number of people down one fork of the track. By switching the
points on the track, it would be possible to divert the train down another railway
track, resulting in only one person dying. Subjects were asked to decide whether they
would switch the points. This was contrasted with a (ostensibly similar) judgment of
whether it would be morally correct to push a stranger in front of a train to save the
lives of many people. This study reported that moral personal judgments were associated (in contrast with moral impersonal judgments) with activations including left
medial prefrontal cortex and posterior cingulate gyrus. This specifically relates to
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forgiveness research because moral judgments about others’ actions are invariably a
factor in whether those actions are forgivable.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
An important research direction is likely to be the application of current knowledge
of the neuroscience of emotional processing to our understanding of forgiveness. For
instance, the functional neuroanatomy of such emotions (Phan et al., 2002) as fear,
happiness, sadness, and disgust tells us about how the brain responds to distinct
emotions. At some level, these emotions presumably influence our ability to forgive or
make forgivability judgments. How they do so could aid our insight into the processes
that lead to forgiveness. For instance, emotions are important to forgiveness because
a person’s decision whether to forgive may be modulated by the giver’s emotional
evaluation of the subject of their forgiveness. Phan and colleagues concluded that, as
a generalization, the medial prefrontal cortex was specifically involved in emotional
processing, whereas emotional recall, imagery, and emotional tasks that demanded a
heavy cognitive load recruited both the anterior cingulate and the insula. These brain
regions form candidate areas identified as significant in the generation of forgiveness.
Future studies may enable us to be more specific about brain areas responsible for
emotional and other psychological processes that may influence an individual’s ability to forgive.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
Neuroimaging of forgiveness and forgivability have to date been used only in research
settings. There are developmental and psychiatric disorders associated with deficits
of ToM (autism) and empathy (psychopathy). Furthermore, adherence to social conventions may in health depend on ventrolateral prefrontal cortex function. Because
all these brain regions comprise the substrate for putative component processes that
lead to forgiveness, it would be tempting to speculate that lesions in these regions
would lead to “deficits” in the ability to forgive. However, there are no medical disorders characterized by an inability to forgive or make forgivability judgments. On the
other hand, some evidence does support the idea that the ability to forgive does confer
a prognostic advantage on patients who are victims of assault (DiBlasio & Proctor,
1993). If established, it may be that neuroimaging techniques could be used to monitor an individual’s psychological response to therapy or even help make predictions
of their likely response to treatment. However, though the possibility of utilizing a
forgivability neuroimaging paradigm in pre- and postintervention (therapeutic) clinical application is feasible, the power to detect individual changes of potential clinical
utility is probably some way off.
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PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
In common with many complex cognitions, forgiveness can be considered as comprising component cognitive processes, which ultimately have a representation in the
brain. Rather than being reductionist, this notion merely demonstrates that many of the
underlying processes can be elucidated and disentangled from one another. Choosing
whether to forgive someone may still be conceptualized as a psychological process beyond the sum of these (postulated) component parts. However, by examining such parts
in healthy controls and patients with known social cognition, empathy, and theory of
mind deficits, our understanding of forgiveness may be further illuminated.

CONCLUSIONS
This chapter reviewed the attractive and potentially disturbing connotations of imaging forgiveness and forgivability. The early results in neuroimaging of forgiveness
would suggest that further research in the area may help determine how the brain enables complex psychological processes to interact and modulate one another that may
lead to variation in the capacity to forgive and determine the impact of this variation
on psychological “health.”
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Chapter Seventeen

The Physiology and
Pathophysiology of Unhappiness
Robert M. Sapolsky

PROLOGUE, 2004

S

tress physiology, as applied to the average vertebrate, is the study of the defenses mobilized by the body in response to physical challenges—being chased
by a predator when injured or sprinting after a meal when starving. In contrast,
humans have the cognitive sophistication to activate the identical stress response
habitually for purely psychological or social reasons—worries about mortgages, relationships, and the thinning ozone layer. Although activation of the stress response
is critical for surviving pursuit by a lion, it is pathogenic when mobilized chronically, and many Westernized diseases are caused or worsened by overactive stress
responses. How do psychological and social factors—such as unhappiness—activate
the stress response? Broadly, for the same physical stressor, an organism is more likely to have a stress response if it lacks outlets for frustration, social support, control,
or predictability. Social status also modulates the stress response. Many studies of social primates suggest that low-ranking individuals have chronically activated stress
responses and are more prone toward stress-related diseases. This likely reflects their
being subject to higher rates of both physical and psychological stressors than are
dominant individuals. However, in primates, social subordination is not always associated with such maladaptive physiology; it is not just rank that influences physiology but also the sort of society in which the rank occurs, as well as that individual’s
experience of rank and society.
These same principles can be applied to interpreting social status and patterns of
diseases in humans. Particular emphasis is placed on the extensive literature showing
the health risks of low socioeconomic status (SES), interpreting them in the context of
the psychological stressors particular to low SES. Personality and temperament also
modulate the stress response; for example, there are overactivated stress responses
in primates with a “hot reactor” temperament and in humans with major depression,
anxiety disorders, Type A personality, or repressive personality. Finally, social status and personality can interact in a critical manner—specifically, an inner locus of
273
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control is highly adaptive in one position in society, whereas in another, it is highly
predictive of cardiovascular disease.
When humans experience transgressions, their physiology is affected. Injustices,
threats, and physical or psychological harms can lead to unforgiveness. Such unforgiveness entails rumination. Physically, unforgiveness and rumination may well
create similar stress responses as are experienced in all animals in response to more
classic, physical stressors. Some humans become chronically unforgiving. Chronic
physiological arousal with frequent unforgiveness has the potential to create a pathophysiological pattern, which can lead to illness or can exacerbate preexisting illness.
In this chapter, which is reprinted from an earlier review chapter,1 I describe the
physiology and pathology of unhappiness—of which unforgiveness may be a subcategory. Evidence is accumulating to suggest a link (for two recent reviews, see chapter
19 by Harris & Thoresen; Worthington & Scherer, 2004), but the jury is still out as to
the degree of similarity and its physical impact.

INTRODUCTION: THE HUMAN STRESS RESPONSE
Imagine that an earnest young wildebeest in the early stages of its PhD program in
psychobiology has fi nally selected a thesis project. The ambitious ungulate plans to
study the physiological correlates of social behavior of the primate Homo sapiens.
Thanks to anesthetic dartings of groups of tourists that frequent the savanna, a study
population is outfitted with telemetry devices, remote blood-collection systems, and
ambulatory EKG monitors. All is going well, and a degree seems conceivable for this
scholarly wildebeest when an inexplicable set of data appear. On certain occasions,
specifically afternoons, when the humans lounge in the shade of their camp, pairs
of them perform a strange behavior. Two males, for example, might begin these odd
ritualized interactions, and along with that, blood pressure quickly soars; heart rate
increases dramatically; muscle tension rises, as does caloric expenditure; and androgenic steroid hormones pour into the circulation. The wildebeest knows precisely
what the physiology implies, namely an intense male-male dispute. The physiological profile is identical to when two male wildebeest contest females in heat as they
lunge at each other. Yet the two humans do nothing more than sit in close proximity,
decrease their rates of vocalization and eye contact, and occasionally do nothing more
physically taxing than move a small piece of wood.
A startling aspect of human psychobiology: People who care about such things
get physiologically aroused during chess matches and get aroused in ways that are
indistinguishable from animals having territorial disputes (Leedy & DuBeck, 1971).
The poor wildebeest has just discovered a startling fact about humans, one that makes
no sense to virtually any other animal (particularly those comprising its dissertation
committee): Humans mobilize the same physiology as any other animal but for reasons unrelated to physical demands.
This chapter concerns another circumstance in which humans mobilize a common
set of physiological responses but for novel reasons. For most species, this system signals
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either a physical insult or the imminent threat of one. For humans, in contrast, it far
more frequently signals a state of unhappiness, of psychological or social unease.
The stress response is a set of hormonal and neural events that are fairly stereotyped among vertebrates. This phylogenetic conservation implies a vital role in physiology, namely, saving your neck during a crisis. For most species, the stress response
mediates adaptation to threats to homeostasis.2 This term, coined by the physiologist
Walter Cannon early in the century and a cornerstone of our ninth-grade biology education, refers to a sense of physiologic equilibrium where body temperature, acidity,
blood glucose level state, and so on are all in balance and ideal. A stressor can be
something in the environment that disrupts homeostatic balance, and the stress response represents the adaptations that help reestablish homeostasis. For most species,
such disruptions can be anything but subtle—starvation, injury, an attack by a predator, combat with a conspecific—nature bloody in tooth and claw. In that context, the
stress response represents the adaptations that help save your life.
In some cases, a stressor can also be the anticipation that one is just about to be
thrown out of balance. Thus, a wildebeest seeing a lion charging toward it may immediately mobilize the stress response—increasing its heart rate and blood pressure,
diverting energy to its muscles—even though it has not yet been torn asunder. In the
same way, a lion may mobilize its stress response in anticipation of a threat to allostasis, such as having to sprint after a meal. Stress responses in anticipation of the immediacy of a physical stressor are obviously adaptive, insofar as they give the organism
a head start in physiologically coping.
Among humans, however, the stress response is mobilized in ways unimaginable
in the rest of the animal kingdom. When scanning the cloudless skies and the parched
soil during a drought, a subsistence farmer in the developing world might mobilize
the stress response in the knowledge that months from now, his children will be
starving, even though their current nutritional state is perfectly adequate. When scanning a calendar, an overextended American might mobilize a stress response with
the realization that April 15th is just around the corner; this may come despite this
individual being unmenaced by carnivores. And virtually all humans at some sleepless point at night will mobilize the stress response in recognizing that their time on
this earth is horribly finite.
Humans can activate the typical vertebrate stress response in anticipation of
physical stressors that are extremely displaced in time. This is made possible by a
vast extension of the cognitive skills that allow a wildebeest to react in alarm at the
sight of a rapidly approaching lion, allowing us instead to fret over challenges long
in the future. Moreover, humans can readily activate the identical stress response
for purely psychological or social reasons when there are no conceivable physical
challenges. This requires features of thought and emotion that are shared with only a
handful of other species and that are possessed by them to a far lesser extent. Experiments will be discussed in which stress responses in rats can be triggered by purely
psychological manipulations or where a primate’s endocrine profile reflects its cognitive assessment of its role in its society. Nonetheless, no rat or primate is ever going to
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understand why these humans get stressed by blind dates, promotions, public speaking, or traffic jams.
The centerpiece of stress physiology in humans is that we can mobilize the system
for psychological or social reasons. The centerpiece of stress pathophysiology is that
chronic mobilization of the stress response increases the likelihood of disease, and
this is mostly a human province. Stressors for most animals are typically short term
and physical, because either the crisis or the animal is soon over with. Wildebeests
do not have 30-year sprints from lions, but we can be stressed with 30-year mortgages,
and it is the chronicity of the stress response that increases the risk of disease (for
reasons to be explained below).
This chapter reviews the physiology and pathophysiology of the stress response,
focusing on features that are most central to understanding humans and their psychological stressors. Why bother? Perhaps monitoring the stress response is a particularly accurate way of detecting the emotive state of an individual. This is precisely
what is being done in studies with nonhuman primates. Animal care laws commendably mandate that attention be paid to the “psychological well-being” of laboratory primates, generating the nontrivial task of determining when that state has been
achieved. In the absence of the extensive observation that would be required of each
animal, a reasonable solution is to decide that animals that have elevated circulating
levels of stress responsive hormones probably do not have a psychological sense of
well-being. However, this approach is not particularly needed for humans. In general,
you do not need to monitor a dozen different hormones in someone’s bloodstream to
know that he or she is unhappy (nor, as will be discussed below, is that likely to actually tell you much).
The important reason for studying stress physiology is because of its relevance to
disease. Few of us will die of bubonic plaque, malnutrition, or dengue fever—infectious disease and diseases of poor nutrition or hygiene have mostly been vanquished
in Western societies. Instead, we die of diseases of slow accumulation of damage—the
gradual blockade of blood vessels that can cause heart or cerebrovascular disease, the
slow derangement of metabolism of adult-onset diabetes, the repeated challenge and
ultimate defeat of immune defenses that is cancer. Lifestyle, emotional temperament,
and psychological factors have virtually nothing to do with how a body manages
exposure to a massive and rapidly acting insult such as cholera, but they have much
to do with the progression of some of our most common Western diseases. Insofar
as chronic unhappiness, anxiety, and depression can cause sustained overactivation
of the stress response, they increase the risk of some of these diseases. Humans are
unique in the extent to which they can mobilize the stress response for sustained,
psychological reasons, and Westernized humans are unique in living well enough
and long enough to pay the price for this.
In the fi rst part of this chapter, I review the physiology of the stress response and
how stress-related disease occurs. I recognize that readers are neither physiologists
nor wish to become one; to make this section more user-friendly, a summary occurs
at its end, which can be skipped to immediately by the faint-hearted. Moreover, I give
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only broad references to reviews of the subject. Following that, I review how psychological, social, and personality factors can modulate or cause the stress response.

THE PHYSIOLOGY OF THE STRESS RESPONSE AND THE
EMERGENCE OF STRESS-RELATED DISEASE
As noted, varied stressors trigger a fairly stereotyped set of endocrine and neural
responses known as the stress response. At the heart of this is the activation of the
sympathetic nervous system (a division of the autonomic, or involuntary, nervous system). This leads to the secretion of the hormones adrenaline and noradrenaline (also
known as epinephrine and norepinephrine) into the bloodstream, which mediate the
classic “fight or flight” syndrome. Of equal importance is the secretion during stress
of other hormones called glucocorticoids. These steroids come from the adrenal gland,
with the human version being cortisol (also known as hydrocortisone). Stress also
stimulates the secretion of additional hormones, such as beta-endorphin, glucagon,
prolactin, and vasopressin (reviewed in chapter 2 of Sapolsky, 1994).
The stress response inhibits other endocrine and neural systems. There is decreased
secretion of insulin, hormones related to sexual behavior, and reproduction and growth
and tissue repair, and inhibition of the parasympathetic nervous system. Whereas the
sympathetic activation mediates arousal, parasympathetic activation works in opposition, having a calming, vegetative effect (see chapter 2, Sapolsky, 1994).
Remarkably, the actions of this daunting array of hormones make sense when
one considers the physiological needs of a prey species desperately trying to evade a
predator or a predator desperately trying to obtain a meal. For both animals, this crisis
requires the immediate mobilization of energy into the bloodstream and its subsequent diversion to exercising muscle; this would be a singularly inauspicious time to
be depositing energy into fat cells for a project for next spring. As such, during stress,
energy storage is blocked, and energy that is already stored is liberated into the bloodstream and diverted to muscle. These steps are accomplished by the inhibition of insulin secretion and of parasympathetic tone and by the activation of the sympathetic
nervous system, glucocorticoids, and glucagon, which were named for their ability to
mobilize energy; to increase circulating levels of glucose (reviewed in Munck, Guyre,
& Holbrook, 1984). It is also adaptive to deliver those nutrients to muscle as rapidly
as possible, and sympathetic hormones plus glucocorticoids increase heart rate and
blood pressure.
During a crisis, it is also useful to inhibit any physiological processes that are unessential, wasteful drains on resources. As such, the stress response also involves triaging
a variety of functions. Digestion is inhibited (including the inhibition of salivary secretion, accounting for our dry mouths when we are nervous); for the hungry predator,
digestion is irrelevant, whereas for the prey, the energy being mobilized comes from
glycogen stored in the liver (rather than from glucose in the gut), and this is no time
for the slow and costly process of digestion. Growth, inflammation, and tissue repair
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are also deferred for later. In addition, reproductive physiology is inhibited; a desperate
sprint across the savanna is no time to ovulate. As another feature of the stress response,
immune function is inhibited because of the danger of overactivation of immunity (to
the point of autoimmune disease) during stressors (an idea first hypothesized by Munck
et al., 1984 and heavily supported by both experimental and clinical data). Finally, during certain types of stressors, pain perception is blunted—the phenomenon of stressinduced analgesia, where someone in the middle of combat might be unaware of being
injured (reviewed by Terman, Shavit, Lewis, Cannon, & Liebeskind, 1984).
Collectively, these steps are vital for surviving a physical stressor, as demonstrated by a handful of rare diseases in which components of the stress response fail.
For example, in Addison’s disease, sufferers are depleted of glucocorticoids, and in
Shy-Drager syndrome, it is the sympathetic nervous system that is impaired. In both
cases, individuals are extremely fragile if untreated, and a major variety of physical
stressors can prove fatal.
Yet sustained overactivation of this same stress response (most typically, for psychological reasons) can be pathogenic. To be more precise, it is not that stress makes you
sick but that it increases the likelihood of contracting a disease that makes you sick.
When the pathogenic potential of stress was fi rst recognized in the 1930s (Selye, 1936), an explanation emerged that is now considered wrong. In the face of a
short-term stressor, as just described, the stress response is mobilized, and a state of
adaptation, a re-establishment of allostatic balance, can be achieved. As conceptualized back then, prolonged stress causes a state of exhaustion—literally, the body is
depleted of hormones such as glucocorticoids, epinephrine, or norepinephrine, and
disease occurs because the external stressor now pummels the body unopposed (see
Selye, 1971). In this scenario, stress-related disease arises because the defending army
of the stress response runs out of ammunition.
As a fi rst demonstration that this cannot be the explanation for stress pathophysiology, purely psychological stressors (in which there is no external insult to pummel
the body, should defenses fail) are pathogenic when prolonged. Moreover, it is exceedingly rare that chronic stress of any sort leads to the hypothesized exhaustion stage,
where stores of stress hormones are depleted. The facets of the stress response just
outlined are generally costly and inefficient but are essential for surviving an acute
crisis. When those same facets are chronically activated, they exact a price; in effect,
stress-related disease does not arise because the army runs out of ammunition but
because the rest of the economy is bankrupted by the size of the defense budget.
This principle applies to numerous organismal systems. As outlined, when running at full speed during a physical stressor, it is adaptive to divert energy to muscle.
Yet if one mobilizes the same metabolic stress response chronically when worrying
about the ozone layer, there is atrophy of storage tissues and fatigue, and increased
risk of adult-onset diabetes or worsening of preexisting cases (see Surwit, Ross, & Feingloss, 1991). Moreover, although increasing blood pressure in order to sprint away
from a predator is adaptive, doing the same repeatedly in the face of daily traffic jams
places significant wear and tear on blood vessels.
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The triaging of nonessential tasks also becomes damaging when prolonged. Repeated inhibition of blood flow to the stomach (part of the inhibition of digestion)
increases the risk of certain types of ulcers, which are probably unrelated to the recently discovered ulcerogenic bacteria (see Yabana & Yachi, 1988). Prolonged stress
also wreaks havoc with reproduction. In females, cycles become irregular or cease
altogether, implantation of fertilized eggs become less likely due to thinning of the
uterine lining, and there is increased risk of miscarriage. In males, prolonged stress
decreases testosterone concentrations and, of even more functional significance,
causes impotence or premature ejaculation (reviewed in Sapolsky, 1991).
Continuing this theme, one cannot constantly defer long-term building and repair
in the body without paying a price. In young organisms, chronic stress disrupts growth.
At an extreme, growth can cease entirely, despite adequate food intake. Such cases
have been given a number of labels, including failure to thrive, stress dwarfism, or psychogenic or psychosocial dwarfism (see Green, Campbell, & David, 1984). Remarkably,
removal of the child from the stressful environment typically reinstates growth.
Finally, insofar as stress is immunosuppressive, tremendous attention has focused
on the possibility that chronic stress will increase the vulnerability to infectious disease and cancer. This forms a cornerstone of the nascent discipline of psychoneuroimmunology (Ader, Felten, & Cohen, 1991). It appears as though stress will indeed
increase the risk of some relatively minor infectious diseases (for example, the common cold). Far more attention has focused on possible links between chronic stress
and cancer; a careful reading of the literature indicates any such links to be quite
weak and inflated in many circles (reviewed in chapter 8 of Sapolsky, 1994). Finally,
there are some immensely complicated relations between chronic stress and autoimmune disease that are beyond the scope of this chapter.
In summary, various physical and psychological stressors trigger the fairly stereotyped stress response, which includes secretion of the adrenal steroid hormones
called glucocorticoids, activation of the “fl ight-or-fight” sympathetic nervous system (leading to the secretion of epinephrine and norepinephrine), and inhibition of
secretion of hormones related to growth and sex. Collectively, these responses are
adaptive during an acute physical crisis, such as a sprint across the savanna: Energy
is mobilized from storage sites and delivered to exercising muscle, cardiovascular
tone is enhanced to accelerate such nutrient delivery, and anything unessential to
surviving the immediate crisis—digestion, reproduction, growth, tissue repair, immunity—is deferred until a more auspicious time. However, if these same responses
are prolonged, there is increased risk of disease or worsening of preexisting disease,
mainly because these responses are sufficiently costly to eventually become damaging themselves. Thus, with prolonged stress, there is often worsening of metabolic
diseases such as adult-onset diabetes (due to chronic mobilization of energy stores),
hypertension (due to the cardiovascular effects of the stress response), certain types
of ulcers (due to the inhibition of digestion), amenorrhea and impotence (due to the
inhibition of reproduction), and stress dwarfism (due to the inhibition of growth),
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and there is sufficient suppression of immunity to increase the risk of some infectious diseases.
Although it is highly maladaptive if an organism cannot mobilize the stress response during an acute physical challenge, it can be just as deleterious if the system
is activated for too long, as is often the case for the psychological stressors of humans.
From a physiological standpoint, the most commonly accepted indices of such overactivation involve elevated resting levels of glucocorticoids or of the hormones of the
sympathetic nervous system (epinephrine and norepinephrine).

PSYCHOLOGICAL MODULATORS OF THE STRESS RESPONSE
The two central concepts of this chapter are that (a) although most animals activate
the stress response because of an acute physical challenge to physiological equilibrium or the impending threat of such a challenge, humans tend to activate the stress
response for purely psychological or social reasons and that (b) chronic activation of
the stress response (as humans often do for those nonphysical reasons) can increase
the risk of certain diseases or can worsen certain preexisting diseases. The preceding section detailed how the adaptive features of the short-term stress response turn
into maladaptive pathophysiology when chronic. In this next section, I focus on what
is perhaps the most important question in this chapter: What features make psychological stressors stressful? One might initially assume that answering this question
involves rather imprecise, nonquantitative psychological approaches.3 However, some
rigorous and clear-cut paradigms have emerged (reviewed in Levine, Coe, & Wiener,
1989; Weiss, 1968). It is worth reviewing them here, and I present them, at times, in a
somewhat simplified, schematic form.
In one scenario, two rats would be in adjacent cages and would receive, for example, mild electric shocks through an electrified floor grid. Critically, both animals
would receive the same shocks of equal intensity at precisely the same times; by all
of the rules of the now-classic stress physiology, their bodies would be challenged
to identical extents. The sole difference would be some psychological variable manipulated in one of the rats. The endpoint would then be a measure of the stress
response (e.g., blood pressure, heart rate, glucocorticoid or epinephrine levels in the
bloodstream) or a measure of a stress-related disease (e.g., the incidence of stress ulcers). This approach has provided extremely clear demonstrations of the psychological variables that modulate the stress response.
The fi rst critical variable is whether an organism has outlets for the frustration
caused by a physical stressor. Expose two rats to the identical shocks, and there will
be less of a stress response and less risk of a stress-related disease in the one with access to a running wheel or a bar of wood to gnaw. This has been generalized to other
paradigms and species, producing the general observation that a physical stressor is
more pathogenic when an individual lacks outlets or sources of displacement. These
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studies form the scientific rationale for the stress management emphasis on outlets
such as hobbies or exercise.
These studies gave some insight into another, less adaptive coping response in
many humans—a rat being shocked is buffered from the stress response if it is allowed to be polydipsic or polyphagic—stress can trigger overeating or drinking. Finally, these studies showed another, even more disquieting coping response—a rat
exposed to shocks has less of a stress response if it can attack another rat. The tendency of organisms to reduce stress by displacing aggression onto other individuals is
at the heart of the stress-management caveat that you shouldn’t avoid getting ulcers by
giving them to others. It might give us some insight into the links between socioeconomic stress and increased rates of spousal or child abuse (discussed in Lenington,
1981).
The classic yoked-rat paradigm revealed a second psychological variable. Expose
two rats to a pattern of electric shocks; in one cage, however, there is a warning light
which, 10 s before each shock, signals that impending stressor. The rat receiving predictive information has less chance of a stress response or a stress-related disease.
This finding, too, has generalized across paradigms and species (including humans
exposed to loud noises with or without a prior warning [e.g. Brier et al., 1987]) and
shows that under circumstances of certain inevitable stressors, it is protective to
know how bad and long that stressor will be and when it will start. When asking a
dentist whether some painful drilling is almost finished, all of us take more comfort
from the answer, “I just need to drill X more times and we’re done” than from hearing,
“Hmm, hard to say with these things, could be a few more seconds, could be hours, I
remember a patient once. . .”
Predictability protects for two reasons. First, by telling when the stressor is coming and how bad it will be, it helps shape the type of coping response mobilized. This
can be detected with physiological measures, demonstrating that predictive information decreases the size of the stress response during the stressor. For example, an individual undergoes a surgical procedure and is given some predictive information—the
fi rst postsurgical day will involve a fair amount of pain and the second day, only some
minor discomfort. Most would fi nd that helpful in planning their coping outlets: plan
to watch the four distracting action movies on video during the fi rst day while waiting until the second day to peruse that collection of delicate haikus.
Predictive information helps in a second, perhaps even more important way. By
signaling when a stressor is impending, the absence of that signal indicates when an
organism can relax (termed the safety-signal hypothesis by Seligman, 1975). For the
rat without the warning light, one might always be a half-second away from a shock.
This can be detected with physiological measures, demonstrating that predictive information makes for a faster recovery of the stress response after the abatement of the
stressor—the organism knows that it is over with until the next warning.
The relevance of predictability in explaining patterns of human stressors is obvious. The simplest demonstration is that our students hate pop quizzes. The more
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important arenas are considerably more complicated. As will be discussed below,
predictability works only in certain circumstances.
Another psychological variable is critical. Expose two rats, once again, to the
same shocks. One rat has been trained in an active avoidance task. Specifically, that
rat has learned to repeatedly press a lever to decrease the likelihood of receiving
shocks. Make that lever available to the rat and, irrespective of the fact that the lever is
disconnected and the rat receives the same number of shocks as does its yoked neighbor, it has less of a stress response. The same physical stressor can be less pathogenic
when the individual has a sense of control. Identical studies have been done with
humans exposed to aversive noise, with or without access to a (placebo) lever. The
relevance of this variable to real-life circumstances is obvious as well and underlies
stress management counseling to fi nd footholds of control in stressful circumstances.
A striking example of this is seen with the person working as a secretary for a temporary agency who, when asked if it isn’t stressful to be constantly thrown into a new
setting and often having to deal with difficult, demanding individuals, replies, “Not
at all—if it’s too much of a drag, I’m out of there”—and you know that this person
rarely actually walks off a job.
It should be clear that control and predictability are closely related concepts (and
as will also be discussed below, an increased sense of control does not always protect
against stress, either). Some investigators have conceptualized them as falling under
the umbrella of novelty: lack of control or predictability augments the stress response,
insofar as events turn out to be discrepant from expectations, increasing the demands
for vigilance on an organism’s part as it tries to discern and master whatever new
rules are in effect (Levine et al., 1989).
The power of novelty as a stressor is shown with an extremely informative study
(Goldman, Coover, & Levine, 1973). A rat is maintained on an interval-reinforcement
schedule where it must lever-press to receive pellets of food. Over the course of any
10-min period, an average of 20 lever presses are needed per food pellet, with the
requirement fluctuating randomly between 15 and 25 lever presses. The animal has
settled into this reinforcement schedule when a change is made. Specifically, the average of 20 lever presses per food pellet is maintained, but the variability is increased,
now ranging from 10 to 30 lever presses. Note that the animal is fed the exact same
amount as before, but it simply has less predictability or control over outcome, and
this triggers a physiological stress response. The key in this study is that this occurs in the context of food reward, rather than of aversive shocks. The prior studies
showed that psychological factors could modulate the response to physical stressors.
This study demonstrates that psychological factors can trigger the stress response in
the absence of any physical stressor, even in a rat. One can even see evidence of an
increased stress response where there was more novelty but less actual physical challenge. During the London blitz, there was more of an increase in ulcer rates in the
suburbs, which was bombed only intermittently, than in the city center, which was
bombed like clockwork each night (Stewart & Winser, 1942).
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Another important psychological variable concerns whether one perceives events
as improving or worsening. A version of this can be shown with two rats. On one day,
one rat receives 50 shocks, the other 10. The next day, both receive 25. Once again,
by the rules of classic stress physiology, their bodies are now being exposed to identical physical challenges and should mobilize identical stress responses. However,
the individual who has been shifted from 10 to 25 is far more reactive—its life is
getting worse, in contrast with its yoked conspecific. A similar fi nding emerged from
some of my own work with male baboons in East Africa (Sapolsky, 1992). Such animals live in linear dominance hierarchies that are often quite stable and unchanging
(where Number 5 in the hierarchy, for example, consistently dominates Number 6
and is consistently subordinated to Number 4). Periods of instability (where 5 still
dominates 6 but barely, winning perhaps 51% of the interactions, rather than 95% of
them) should be stressful because of their unpredictability. However, I observed very
different glucocorticoid concentrations in baboons, depending on whether instability
occurred with animals below or above them in the hierarchy. This is logical: Unstable
interactions with subordinates signal that you are about to drop in the hierarchy and
were associated with elevated glucocorticoid levels. In contrast, equivalent rates of
unstable interactions with dominant individuals does not signal a stressor but instead
a promotion—and was not associated with elevated glucocorticoid levels. Thus, it is
not just the external stressor that regulates the stress response but its interpretation.
One can see the same principle in humans. Imagine some corporation where the mailroom clerk, because of superb work, is given a raise from minimum wage to $50,000 a
year, whereas the senior vice-president, because of lackluster work, is punished with
the equivalent salary. Both have equal ability to buy items that will buffer them from
allostatic challenge, yet you know who will be making angry calls about a new job
from the cellular phone in the BMW.
A final psychological variable also modulates the stress response and is most
readily demonstrated with primates. Place a monkey into a new, empty cage, and it
will have a stress response. Place it in there and fill the room with strange monkeys,
and the stress response worsens. Place it in there with a group of familiar friends,
and the stress response is blunted (Levine et al., 1989). Allowing the animals to sit in
contact or to groom prevents the stress response even further. This fi nding generalizes
across paradigms and species as well. It is protective to have someone to lean on.
Why sociality should protect in a nonhuman primate is complex and appears to
incorporate some of the variables raised previously. There is a component of modulating the novelty of the situation—the novelty of a new cage setting is decreased when it
is filled with known individuals. Sociality also provides outlets for frustration, such
as grooming someone. It also signals that life is improving in that, even in this novel
new cage, there is at least a friend who can be relied on to groom you.
These issues contribute to one of the most important observations in behavioral
medicine. When considering the mortality and morbidity rates across a wide variety
of diseases, an enormous risk factor in a human is social isolation (House, Landis,
& Umberson, 1988). As another example of this, following the loss of an adult child,
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it is socially isolated parents (i.e., those who are divorced or widowed) who are significantly at risk of death in the following year (Levav, Friedlander, Kark, & Peritz,
1988). Are these relationships simply due to some confounds? For example, a socially
isolated individual won’t be reminded to take daily medicine or is more likely to eat
a half-cooked, nonnutritive meal out of a can. Careful work has shown these relationships to hold even after controlling for those factors (Berkman, 1983; House et
al., 1988). For social primates, such as we are, isolation appears to be an aching and
potent stressor.
Collectively, these studies demonstrate that for the same physical stressor, stress
response and stress-related disease become more likely if the individual lacks outlets
for frustration, lacks a sense of control or predictability, perceives events as worsening, and lacks social affiliation. Moreover, these psychological factors can generate a
stress response even in the absence of a physical stressor. As noted, many of stress
management techniques involve manipulating some of these psychological variables.
The next section briefly reviews the considerable complexity in such an approach.

SOME CAVEATS IN UNDERSTANDING PSYCHOLOGICAL
MODIFIERS OF THE STRESS RESPONSE
One might come away from the preceding section concluding that an optimal strategy
for reducing psychological stress is to maximize a sense of predictability, control,
outlets, and so on. The relationship is more subtle than that, and if these variables are
manipulated incorrectly, they can actually worsen the stress response.
A fi rst example will make sense to denizens of singles bars—social support and
affiliation are helpful only insofar as they are real. A particularly powerful example
of this comes from psychoimmunology: Although marriage constitutes one version of
protective affiliation, a bad marriage is associated with immune suppression (KiecoltGlaser et al., 1987).
These issues are more subtle concerning the variable of predictability. Consider
a circumstance in which a stressor is inevitable. When is it protective to be informed
that it will occur? One important parameter is time course (see Natelson, Dubois, &
Sodetz, 1977; Weiss, 1972). Giving a rat a warning signal 10 s before a shock is protective. In contrast, a warning that comes a quarter of a second before is not—there is no
opportunity for the preparation prior to the stressor or the relaxation with the implied
signaling of no impending stressor. Even more importantly, giving the signal half an
hour before the stressor worsens the stress response. This makes considerable sense;
would one find it to be stress reducing, for example, to be informed that a dozen years
hence, a limb would be lost in a horrible accident?
Predictive information helps only with intermediate time lags between the signal
and stressor. It is also helpful only when it signals the onset of moderately common
stressors. Predictability about a rare (and remember, inevitable) stressor is of little
help, in that one was not worrying about it anyway—few of us would derive comfort
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from being told exactly when a meteor will crash into our garage. Conversely, information about extremely common stressors is also of little help, in that one already is
taking their occurrence for granted.
The previous section emphasized that predictive information helps in part because it aids the individual in planning coping strategies. As such, information will
not be helpful when individuals are in no position to cope. For example, most health
professionals would probably agree that it is not wise to inform an accident victim
that no other members of the family survived when that individual is still barely
holding on to life in intensive care. This taps into subtle ideas in stress management
concerning the uses of denial, to be considered below (also see Lazarus, 1983).
The studies in the preceding section demonstrated that in some cases, a sense of
control is protective, independent of whether the individual actually has any control in
that circumstance. This is not always the case, however. Some of the most compassionate things we do involve minimizing someone’s sense of control when true disaster has
struck—no one could have stopped the car in time, the way she darted out; it wouldn’t
have mattered even if you had gotten him to the doctor 2 months ago. And some of the
most brutal things we do is to artificially elevate a sense of control in victims to make
them responsible for their victimization—what does she expect, if she’s going to dress
that way; of course they’re going to be persecuted if they refuse to assimilate. In general,
a sense of control aids in coping in the face of minor or moderate stressors, in that it biases the individual to focus on how much worse things would have been if they hadn’t
been in charge. In contrast, a sense of control worsens outcome when the stressor is
major, because the individual is biased to focus on how much better things could have
been, and how it is their fault that that is not the case; you do not want someone to feel
as though they could have controlled the uncontrollable.
Thus, predictability and control help only within certain narrow parameters and
can even worsen outcomes when outside those bounds. As will be seen in the coming sections, this idea is extremely applicable when considering stress response and
stress-related diseases in the context of social status and personality.

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN THE STRESS RESPONSE
AND SOCIAL STATUS
What does an individual’s position in society have to do with the stress response and
proclivity toward stress-related disease? There is ample evidence that social status is
relevant to understanding individual differences in both physical and psychological
components of the stress system.
Most work in this area has been done with animals. Since the discernment of
pecking orders in chickens, scientists have recognized the role of dominance hierarchies in many species. The most common and simplistic picture of such systems
is of there being a fairly linear hierarchy, with high rank initially being attained
through aggression and maintained thereafter through the threat of it. In this scenario,
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dominance carries with it numerous perks, including preferential access to contested
resources and sources of social support, and the ability to displace aggression onto
subordinates when frustrated. As will be seen, this is but one version of dominance
systems but one that monopolized early thinking on the subject, because it is what
is seen among rats and among the males of some of the more frequently-studied Old
World primates.
When considering dominance systems like these, it is easy to generate some predictions as to who will have the most active stress responses and stress-related disease—subordinates. Under the most ideal ecological circumstances, these are the
animals who spend the most time and effort to obtain their calories, and during times
of famine, these are the fi rst to be hungry. In many social systems, it is subordinates
who are most subject to predation or to attack due to displacement aggression from
higher ranking individuals in their group.
Subordination also carries considerable psychological stress. Low-ranking animals often cannot predict or control access to resources, generating psychological
stress in addition to the physical costs of such limits. In addition to the physical
injury that may result from random displaced aggression, there is the psychological
stress of the lack of predictability. Finally, subordinates are often limited in their access to social support (for example, being groomed) or to outlets for frustration (such
as displacement aggression).
A fairly consistent literature demonstrates that in stable versions of such dominance hierarchies (as seen in rats, macaque monkeys, baboons, and a large number
of other species), the predictions above are borne out (reviewed in Sapolsky, 1993a,
1997). When compared to dominant individuals, subordinates (a) secrete elevated levels of glucocorticoids and overactivate the sympathetic nervous system under basal,
nonstressed circumstances; (b) are more prone toward cardiovascular disease; (c) if
female, have significantly higher rates of anovulatory cycles and lower estradiol levels; if male, have testicular systems that are more readily suppressed during stress;
and (d) are immunosuppressed and may be more prone toward infectious diseases.
These findings, derived from studies of animals in cages, in seminatural outdoor
enclosures, as well as in the wild, seem quite logical and suggest that social rank is
an important determinant of the stress response and vulnerability to stress-related
disease. However, there are numerous complications that must be considered before
considering stress physiology and human social status.
A fi rst important qualifier is that it is not just one’s rank that is important but the
sort of society in which it occurs. An example was alluded to above, with the indication that not all species have dominance systems in which high rank is achieved
through aggressive success, after which dominant individuals rule a stable and linear
hierarchy through bluff and intimidation and garner the perks of office. One exception
to this occurs in those same species (for example, male baboons or rhesus monkeys)
when the hierarchy is unstable. In the wild, this is rare, occurring after the death or
transfer of some key individual; in captive populations, instability is the norm during the fi rst months when animals are formed into a group and must establish their
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dyadic dominance relations. Whether in the wild or captivity, periods of instability
are marked by high rates of aggression, frequent reversals of dyadic relations that
change the direction of dominance, rapid formation and collapse of coalitions, and
reduced rates of sociality—in other words, a time when high-ranking animals, who
are at the center of the most intense competition within the shifting hierarchy, undergo particularly high rates of physical stressors over which they have little control
or predictability and with fewer outlets or sources of support. At such times, it is now
dominant animals, rather than the usual subordinates, who have the highest basal
levels of glucocorticoids (Sapolsky, 1993b). Therefore, social dominance is associated
with an optimal stress response only when dominance is associated with the psychological advantages of stability.
The theme that it is not just rank that is important but also the sort of society in
which it occurs is shown in considering a very different type of dominance system.
Numerous New World monkeys (such as marmosets and tamarins) and mongooses
are “cooperative breeders” where social units are extended and cooperative families.
Among macaques, subordination is brought about through aggression and harassment.
In contrast, a subordinate marmoset female is typically a younger relative waiting
her turn and helping older relatives with child care in the interim; in these species,
subordination is not associated with high rates of being the target of displaced aggression. Importantly, among these animals, subordination is not associated with elevated
glucocorticoid levels (Abbott et al., 2003). The rank/physiology relationship is also
sensitive to what it is like to be a dominant or subordinate individual in this particular (macaque, baboon, marmoset, mongoose, etc.) group. Among rhesus monkeys and
baboons, for example, the usual pattern of elevated glucocorticoid levels in subordinates is less pronounced if they happen to live in a troop with atypically high rates of
reconciliative behaviors or low rates of displacement aggression by dominant males
(Gust, Gordon, Hambright, & Wilson, 1993; Sapolsky, 1986). This latter case was based
on my studies of male baboons in the Serengeti. Among these animals, subordinates
are subject to the highest rates of displacement aggression and have the highest basal
glucocorticoid concentrations. During the 1984 East African drought, these baboons,
although not starving, devoted all of their day to foraging. Rates of displacement aggression declined markedly, as did the hypercortisolism of the subordinates. Thus,
ironically for those low-ranking animals, an ecological stressor protected them from
a greater social stressor.
As a second caveat to emerge from the more subtle animal studies, stress-related
physiology is not influenced by just rank and by the society in which that rank occurs
but by the personal experience of both. One example of this was discussed—times of
social instability among baboon males are not particularly stressful for those rising in
the hierarchy during the tumult, independent of the number of unpredictable, dominance interactions in which they participate.
As another example, among female macaques, the severity of basal hypercortisolism
varies as a function of how often animals are subject to dominance or aggressive interactions and how often they are given affiliative support (Gust et al., 1993). A similar
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relationship was observed among female baboons between the rate of being subject to
aggression and the extent of suppression of circulating white blood cell counts (Alberts,
Sapolsky, & Altmann, 1992). Moreover, among young macaques placed in peer groups
after separation from their mothers, the smallest decline in antibody levels occurred
in animals with the highest rates of social contact (Laudenslager, Held, Boccia, Reite, &
Cohen, 1990). As another example of the importance of personal experience, in groups
of wolves and macaques, the highest glucocorticoid concentrations occurred in animals
whose ranks were most unstable (the beta male among the wolves and recent transfer
animals among the macaques; McLeod, Moger, Ryon, Gadbois, & Fentress, 1997; van
Schaik, van Noordwijk, van Bragt, & Blankenstein, 1991). Another example comes from
orangutans, among whom dominant males are big, muscular beasts with conspicuous
secondary sexual characteristics (such as dramatic cheek flanges). In contrast, subordinate males are either slender individuals (lacking the secondary sexual characteristics)
or in a transitional state between this gracile form and the more robust one. Both types
of subordinate males are reproductively active, with the gracile individuals doing their
mating covertly and the transitional animals more overtly challenging dominant males
for access to females. Not surprising, it is the latter type of subordinate individual who
has the chronically elevated stress hormone levels (Maggioncalda, 1995).
These studies show that there is not a monolithic relationship between social
rank and the pathogenicity of the stress response. Instead, absolutely opposite physiological correlates of rank can occur, depending on the societal and personal context
of that rank.
One can readily predict that these subtleties should apply with a vengeance to
human “rank” and the stress response. Some investigators have been inspired by the
fact that rank differences among animals of some species often emerge from aggressive interactions and have examined physiological differences between winners and
losers of athletic events (e.g., Elias, 1981). I fi nd these to be of limited use. Aggression
is only one of many factors playing a role in establishing and maintaining dominance
in animals. I suspect that we learn even less in humans by studying aggressive interactions that are rare and highly symbolic (for example, it is not common for weekend
tennis matches to determine one’s access to adequate calories).
Other studies have focused on more permeating systems of status in humans,
such as different ranks in the military or different positions in hierarchical work
places. Some investigators have considered the most salient feature of differential
rank in animals to be differential access to contested resources and have drawn parallels between that and differential income in humans as a function of occupational
status. Again, I question the value of this, because differences in one’s place in the
corporate hierarchy may influence the readiness with which one can afford to get a
large-screen television but not the ability to get sufficient calories.
Others have emphasized the idea that among animals, different psychological
implications are the most important thing about different ranks. These investigators
have attributed some of the high rates of stress-related disease in certain occupations
(e.g., air traffic controllers, middle-level management, bus drivers [e.g., Rose & Fogg,
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1993]) to the psychological milieu in which there are high degrees of demand and responsibility with little autonomy. This seems quite valid to me, so long as one factors
in the ability of humans to belong to multiple hierarchies simultaneously, with some
being more psychologically meaningful than others; thus, a “low-ranking” individual
in some workplace may be deriving most of his sense of hierarchical status from the
fact that he is, nonetheless, an elder of his church. Furthermore, the human capacity for rationalization, internalization of standards, and so on, greatly confounds the
impact of any ranking system.
In many ways, it seems to be that the most meaningful way that a Westernized
human can be “low-ranking” is by being of low SES. One would assume this to be
one of the surest ways of being chronically stressed. Low SES involves increased exposure to a variety of physical stressors, ranging from greater demands for physical
labor and greater risk of injury in the workplace to, at the more depressing extremes
of our unequal society, decreased access to appropriate nutrition. Moreover, low SES
involves vastly increased exposure to psychological stressors—low levels of control
or predictability about employment, housing, and so on; limited time and funds for
protective outlets (e.g., hobbies, vacations); and decreased access to many sources of
social support (reflecting the time demands of second jobs).
This predicts that low-SES individuals should have chronically elevated stress
responses. To my knowledge, this has not been examined in any systematic way.
However, there is literature concerning another consequence of low SES—the extraordinarily powerful link between low SES and adverse health—which could be
interpreted in part as reflecting physical and psychological stressors.
A large number of studies from an array of Western nations have demonstrated that
SES (as measured by income, occupation, housing, or most reliably, educational level)
powerfully predicts risk of various diseases, prognoses, likelihood of successful aging,
and life expectancy (e.g., Kitagawa & Huaser, 1973; Marmot, Kogevinas, & Elston, 1987).
This arguably constitutes the single most consistent finding in health psychology. Not
surprisingly, droves of investigators have sought to understand its bases.
The most immediate explanation is a factor quite unique from discussions of stress,
physiology, and social status in animals, namely, differential access to medical care.
Obviously, individuals who cannot afford regular checkups, preventive measures, or
the best of care when sick will have illnesses that will be detected later and treated less
effectively. However, differential access cannot be the sole, or even a major explanation
for the SES gradient in health (and is, in fact, a relatively minor factor). First, there are
strong SES gradients for diseases whose incidences could not be decreased by improved
medical access (e.g., diabetes; Pincus & Callahan, 1995). Even more striking, the SES
gradient still occurs in countries with universal health coverage and equal access to
medical care (Diderichsen, 1990; Kunst & Mackenbach, 1994).
Other investigators have emphasized another relatively unique human feature—
that low SES is associated with higher rates of risk factors for disease, such as smoking,
alcohol abuse, or increased fat and cholesterol intake. Multivariate analyses, however,
have demonstrated the persistence of robust health gradients even after controlling
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for these factors (Adler, Boyce, Chesney, Folkman, & Syme, 1993; Feldman, Makuc,
Kleinman, & Cornoni-Huntley, 1989).
Other investigators have explored the impact of variables more related to the animal studies, namely, differential exposure to physical stressors revolving around
nutrition and adequate shelter. Remarkably, SES gradients exist (albeit often to a considerably lesser extent) even after controlling for those factors. In one notable example, the health and life expectancy of elderly nuns was significantly predicted by SES
differences at adolescence, despite an intervening half-century of all subjects sharing
diet, health care, and living conditions (Snowdon, Ostwald, & Kane, l989).
Because of these fi ndings, some researchers believe that a significant proportion
of the SES gradient is attributable to many of the psychological factors related to stress
(Adler et al., 1993; Antonovsky, 1968; Pincus & Callahan, 1995). This is reinforced by
the finding that diseases that are not particularly stress-related (such as cancer, as
discussed earlier) show the shallowest SES gradients, whereas those that are most
stress-related (such as psychiatric disorders) show the most dramatic (Pincus, Callahan, & Burkhauser, 1987).
This section allows for one conclusion that strikes me as rather ironic. Early observations concerning dominance hierarchies in animals suggested that social subordination should be associated with overactivated stress responses and increased risk
of certain stress-related diseases. Subsequent studies showed some support for this but
with far more qualifiers than originally anticipated (particularly with primates), reflecting the importance of the type of society and the personal experience of both the society
and rank. This stands as a testimonial to the social and psychological complexities of
nonhuman primates. Similarly, the nature of SES in Western societies suggests that low
SES should be associated with increased risk of certain stress-related diseases as well.
This has been borne out dramatically and, most important, is consistent despite variations in the type of society and the personal experience of both the society and low SES.
It strikes me that this is either a testimonial to humans being less complex than related
species or that with the invention of societal stratification, humans have come up with
a form of subordination whose impact is unprecedented in the primate world.

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN THE STRESS RESPONSE
AND PERSONALITY
An understanding of rank, the society in which it occurs, and the personal experience
of both gives considerable information as to the physical and psychological stressors
to which an individual is exposed. Just as important is whether an individual accurately perceives the stressors and sources of coping. In this regard, individual differences in temperament and personality are critical to understanding differences in the
stress response in both humans and primates.
One temperamental style among primates is associated with elevated basal glucocorticoid secretion and increased risk of stress-related disease (e.g., atherosclerosis).
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Among macaques, this temperamental style is seen in animals who are most behaviorally and physiologically reactive to novelty (Suomi, 1987). Among baboon males and
after controlling for rank, these are individuals who are least adept at distinguishing
between threatening and merely neutral interactions with rivals—for them, everything constitutes a provocation (Ray & Sapolsky, 1992; Sapolsky & Ray, 1989). This
style of animal has been called a “hot reactor,” a term akin to many used in the Type
A literature (discussed later in this section). I think this temperamental type can also
be understood in the context of predictability. These animals are particularly poor at
discerning the predictive information that should discriminate stressful from nonstressful circumstances and thus must be atypically vigilant and aroused.
A second cluster of temperamental traits also predicts elevated glucocorticoid
levels among these baboons after controlling for rank. These are animals who are the
least adept at inserting a degree of control during stressors (for example, when overtly
threatened by a rival, they are least likely to be the ones to start the inevitable fight),
and are least capable of behaviorally distinguishing between good and bad outcomes
of fights (Ray & Sapolsky, 1992; Sapolsky & Ray, 1989). Again, this can be framed psychologically—these animals either do not attempt coping responses that would give
them control, cannot recognize their efficacy when it happens, or cannot determine
whether a situation is improving or worsening.
Finally, elevated glucocorticoid levels occur in male baboons with the lowest levels of affiliative behaviors such as grooming, sitting in contact with others, or playing
with infants (Ray & Sapolsky, 1992). Again, this is after controlling for social rank.
Similar themes emerge from studies linking certain human personality types with
overly active stress responses. One example involves individuals with anxiety disorders, who can be viewed as attempting defensive coping responses that are overactivated. The world is perceived as filled with endless challenges that demand searches
for safety. In contrast, major depressive disorder has been conceptualized as reflecting
“learned helplessness,” where the individual perceives the world to be full of stressful
challenges but feels incapable of managing coping responses (Seligman, 1975). Both disorders can be viewed as cases of stress responses that are discrepant with the stressor. It
is important that both also involve chronic overactivation of the stress response; anxiety is most closely aligned with moderately elevated sympathetic tone and depression
with elevated basal levels of glucocorticoids (APA Taskforce, 1987; Gulley & Nemeroff,
1993; Lundberg & Frankenhaeuser, 1980; Sapolsky & Plotsky, 1990).
One of the more carefully studied links between personality and stress-related
disease concerns Type A personality and cardiovascular disease. As originally conceptualized, Type A individuals were competitive, overachieving, time-pressured,
impatient, and hostile. At present, there remains considerable debate as to whether it
is the hostility or the time-pressured features of this disorder that are most critical to
the cardiovascular disease risk (Matthews & Haynes, 1986; Williams, 1991). These are
individuals who respond to minor social provocations as though far from minor, and
frustrations are typically interpreted as being personally motivated. This is the epitome of hot reacting, and laboratory studies indicate that for the same small frustration,
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Type A individuals have the largest and most prolonged sympathetic arousal. When
played out over a lifetime of mobilizing stress responses during situations that others
view as no big deals, a price is paid in terms of heart disease risk.
Some recent work has revealed an additional and surprising personality type associated with elevated glucocorticoid levels, namely, repressive personalities (Brown
et al., 1996). By defi nition, these people are neither depressed nor anxious. Instead,
they have an emotionally controlled style, are people who dot their i’s and cross their
t’s; who strive for structured, predictable lives without surprises; and who are relatively emotionally inexpressive. Personality tests show repressive individuals to have
a strong need for social conformity, a discomfort with ambiguity (for example, on questionnaires, they disproportionately endorse statements with words such as “never” or
“always”), and a tendency to repress negative emotions. Studies have shown that forcing healthy volunteers to repress the expression of emotional responses to stressful
stimuli exaggerates the physiological responses (Gross & Levenson, 1997), suggesting
that this is what occurs chronically in repressive individuals. A lesson of depressives, anxious individuals, and Type A individuals seems to be the danger of stress
responses that do not match the magnitude of the stressor. In the face of contentment
and high level of functioning, repressives appear to teach the lesson that sometimes,
it can be quite stressful to construct a world in which there are no stressors.
A final point is quite important for the purposes of this chapter. There is considerable individual variation in these links between personality and physiology.
For example, not all anxious individuals have elevated sympathetic tone, and not
all Type As are hypertensive. As the most carefully documented example, elevated
glucocorticoid levels are seen in only half of depressives, and its manifestations are
often quite subtle. Thus, although there are many ways to be unhappy (for example,
by being hypervigilant and anxious or by having a sense of helpless depression), they
do not always manifest in a reliable physiological marker. Again, one does not study
these links between unhappiness and physiology in order to develop a more scientific
way of proving that someone is unhappy; that is not only unnecessary but probably
unlikely to work. Instead, one studies these links in order to gain insights into the
mechanisms by which emotional states (including unhappiness) might have pathologic consequences.

THE INTERACTIONS BETWEEN SOCIAL STATUS
AND PERSONALITY, AND SOME CONCLUDING WARNINGS
In the section on modulators of the stress response, I emphasized the importance
of basic psychological factors such as control and predictability. Following that, I
emphasized the narrow parameters in which they work, and the potential dangers
of their simplistic applications. In the subsequent sections on the relevance of social
status, temperament, and personality to the stress response, I heavily interpreted fi ndings in those areas in the context of those basic psychological factors. It is important
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now to interpret those findings further in the context of the narrow parameters in
which those factors work. One striking example should make this point.
In the face of a singular stressor, when does a sense of control protect against
stress? As discussed, emphasizing or even inflating a sense of control helps when
stressors are of only minor severity but is detrimental for catastrophic stressors.
Similarly, when is it beneficial for an individual to have an attributional style in
which they habitually interpret themselves as being in control? The obvious extension of the dictum just noted is that it works only for the individual whose world is
generally benign. When one considers the benign world of comfortably middle-class
individuals, that tendency is referred to as an “internal locus of control” and is highly
predictive of success, identifying the go-getters, the self-starters, the proverbial captains of their fates with their hands on the rudders. These individuals view their successes as mostly arising from the force and competence of their own efforts.
Yet the same attributional style is so maladaptive in a different setting that it has
its own pathologic label. John Henryism refers to the folk hero who tried to outrace a
steam drill tunneling through a mountain. Hammering with a six-foot-long steel drill,
John Henry did the impossible, beating the machine, only to fall dead from the effort.
As defined, John Henryism is a predisposition to approach stressful situations with
a maximal amount of personal effort. On questionnaires, John Henrys endorse statements such as, “When things don’t go the way I want them to, it just makes me work
even harder” or “Once I make up my mind to do something, I stay with it until the job
is completely done.” With enough effort and determination, they feel as though they
can regulate all outcomes, the epitome of an inner locus of control.
In a privileged, meritocratic world, these are ideal traits. Yet they defi ne a pathology when occurring in poor people with limited opportunities, where prejudice
reigns. In such a setting, an inner locus of control, where one habitually decides that
those insurmountable odds could have been surmounted if only you had worked even
harder, is maladaptive; John Henryism is highly predictive of hypertension and cardiovascular disease when it appears among working-class African-Americans but not
particularly among working-class whites or middle-class African-Americans (James,
1994). Low SES seems to predispose toward some stress-related diseases in a tremendous range of settings. It appears that it particularly does so for the subset of individuals who, while in a low-SES position in part because of some of the more brutal aspects
of society, have decided it is all just a matter of insufficient will on their parts.
The links between social status or personality and patterns of physiology or
pathophysiology are not monolithic but reflect subtle, context-dependent interactions.
Thus, the application of stress-management techniques cannot be monolithic either
and can be disastrous if incorrect.
This is a conclusion with moral implications, as well as scientific ones, as emphasized by the late Aaron Antonovsky in his critique of the “well-being” movement (Antonovsky, 1994). Explorations of the mind-body interface as it applies to health—the
realm of stress-management techniques, the well-being movement, and holistic medicine—have produced some impressive fi ndings, suggesting that a reframing of the
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way in which stressors are viewed can be highly salutary. This brings to mind the old
parable about the difference between heaven and hell: In heaven, as the story goes, all
of eternity is spent in the intensive study of the holy books. In contrast, hell consists
of all of eternity spent in the intensive study of the holy books. To some extent, our
personalities and the coping techniques that we mobilize alter our perception of the
world, determining whether the same events constitute heaven or hell.
However, Antonovsky (1994) noted that it is a moral failure to consider these
mind-body relations outside their larger societal context, and much of the ability to
finesse hells into heavens concern the minor stressors afflicting the relatively well-off
in society. But what if one blithely counsels the same optimistic conclusion to those
whose stressors are enormous? What of well-being movement gurus such as the Yale
surgeon Bernie Siegel who, writing about terminal disease, opines, “There are no incurable diseases, only incurable people”? (Siegel, 1986, p. 99). What of the clinician
who applies the standard middle-class approaches of psychotherapy in working with
the homeless? This not only denies the pains of the individual suffering but props up
the worst of the status quo. When the individual has the perceptual potential to turn
all hells into heavens, there is no imperative to change the world, and one need only
rouse oneself from eating peeled grapes while reclining on a sedan chair to point out
to victims whose fault it is if they are unhappy. In studying the physiology of how we
respond to unhappiness, we have learned many means for modulating the hellishness
of numerous types of psychological stressors that may fill many of our everyday lives.
But when faced with the truly brutal stressors that life brings so disproportionately
to some, it is both bad science and morally unacceptable to preach as an outsider
about the techniques for transforming hells into heavens. There is probably little that
an outsider can do for people in such cruel circumstances other than to validate the
tragedy of their situations and to aid them in their means of denial.

EPILOGUE, 2005
As noted, the chapter above is reproduced from a 1999 book1 and represents work
published up until circa 1997–1998. This epilogue updates the progress on a few key
topics in the years since then.

The Basic Conceptualization of the Stress Response
and Stress-Related Disease
Since the writing of this chapter, there has been increasing interest in the allostasis
concept. Currently, it seems built on three broad ideas: (a) Unlike homeostasis, which
is about the body’s attempt to reach the ideal set point for any of a number of physiological measures, allostasis recognizes that the ideal set point fluctuates in differing
circumstances; (b) homeostasis is about reattaining a physiological set point through
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some local regulation, and allostasis is about set points being reestablished through
far-flung physiological modifications, including changes in behavior; (c) homeostasis
is about responding to perturbations to set points, and allostasis includes the idea of
activating in anticipation of perturbations (Schulkin, 2003). The relevance of allostasis to stress physiology is obvious.
The allostasis concept also includes the idea of “allostatic load.” This can be
thought of as the wear and tear on the body by the cumulative efforts to reestablish
set points. Broadly, cumulative load is increased by the frequency of these efforts and
their cost (with more far-flung regulatory responses costing more than local ones). In
recent years, this appealing but fairly undefined concept has been greatly strengthened by some studies that are data-based, rather than theoretical. The best example
asked the question: Even if no single physiological measure in a body is in the abnormal range, is it deleterious to health to have an array of measures that approach the abnormal range? Measuring a variety of somewhat unrelated metabolic, cardiovascular,
and stress-related endpoints in a healthy elderly population of humans, the authors
showed that the collective degree of skew in these measures (i.e., a surrogate measure
of collective allostatic load) was an excellent predictor of risk of an array of diseases
and of mortality (Seeman, McEwen, Rowe, & Singer, 2001).

The Physiology and Pathophysiology of the Stress Response
Naturally, this field has progressed with the identification of new hormones, neurotransmitters, and physiological pathways that are sensitive to stress. Some of the
most interesting advances concern the immune system and stress. As described in
the chapter, stress inhibits immunity, with severe and prolonged stress causing significant immune suppression. As assay techniques have become more sensitive, it
has become clear that during the fi rst hour or so of the stress response, the immune
system is actually stimulated. This phase occurs before elevated glucocorticoid levels
have their effects and is heavily due to the actions of other, faster components of the
stress response. This has had three implications: (a) A failure to stimulate the immune system early on in the stress response can be deleterious; (b) the inhibition of
immunity by glucocorticoids represents a recovery from the immune stress response
(i.e., returning to baseline), and the significant immune suppression that comes with
chronic stress represents an overshoot of this recovery phase; and (c) if glucocorticoids fail to have their delayed inhibitory effects during stress, the immune system
not only remains activated but may become overly activated; it is now recognized that
a variety of autoimmune and inflammatory diseases (i.e., cases of immune overactivation) involve insufficient glucocorticoid secretion during stress (reviewed in Sapolsky, Romero, & Munck, 2000).
Another advance concerns metabolic syndrome. Traditionally, heart disease and
metabolic disorders such as diabetes were viewed as very different arenas of medicine,
with measures such as cholesterol, blood pressure, and inflammatory markers relevant
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to the cardiovascular realm and blood glucose and insulin levels relevant to metabolic
diseases. Framed within the context of stress, although both areas of disease are stressrelated, they are nonetheless very different domains of pathophysiology. Metabolic
syndrome is the increasingly common intersection of both classes of risk factors and
reflects the fact that damage in one realm increases the risk of damage in the other. The
syndrome has received considerable attention in recent years because of the increasing
incidence of people suffering from both cardiovascular disease and adult-onset diabetes, the incidence of which is rising at epidemic rates (Zimmel, Alberti, & Shaw, 2001).
Another area is notable because of the lack of changes that have occurred in these
years; this concerns the links between stress and cancer. First, there remains next to
no evidence that stress increases the risk of cancer onset. Second, a number of studies
have shown that stress-reducing psychosocial interventions extend cancer survival
time; however, there is little reason to believe that this is due to stress directly changing the biology of cancer progression. Instead, the stress reduction probably increases
patient compliance with difficult and painful treatment regimes. Finally, there are an
equal number of well-done studies showing that psychosocial interventions do not
increase cancer survival time (e.g., Goodwin et al., 2001). Despite evidence such as
this, it remains a common perception that cancer is a stress-related disease; a recent
study of breast cancer patients shows that “stress” is, by a wide margin, the most common attribution that patients make in explaining the causes of their cancer (Stewart
et al., 2001).
Finally, there has been considerable and fascinating progress in understanding
the links between stress and obesity. One branch concerns insights into who decreases and who increases food intake during stress; the more restrained and self-regulating someone is in his or her everyday eating habits, the more likely he or she is to
overeat during periods of stress (Bjorntorp, 1997). A second area of research concerns
the anatomy of fat deposition and demonstrates several things: (a) Although chronic
stress promotes fat deposition, it preferentially does so in the abdominal area, rather
than in the gluteal area of the buttocks, probably due to the fact that abdominal fat
cells contain more glucocorticoid receptors than do gluteal fat cells; (b) of the two
forms of fat deposition, abdominal fat is more predisposing toward cardiovascular
and metabolic disease; and (c) individuals who secrete glucocorticoids in a prolonged
manner after the end of stress are atypically prone toward depositing fat in the abdominal area (cf. Epel et al., 2000).

Psychological Elements of Stress
The chapter emphasized the extent to which our everyday stressors are psychological
rather than physical in nature and how psychological stress is built around the losses
of control, predictability, outlets for frustration, and social support. Yet there have
always been two problems with that summary. First, stress is not synonymous with
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unhappiness, in that there are stressors that we enjoy; we call this stimulation. As
but one example of this, the classic stress response is activated during sex (Woodson,
Macintosh, Fleshner, & Diamond, 2003). The second problem is that often the sorts of
mild stressors that we find to be most pleasurably stimulating are ones that involve
a certain degree of loss of control and of predictability (e.g., a scary movie or a roller
coaster ride). Work in the last few years has helped to clarify this confusion.
Much of the progress has come with an understanding of the role of dopamine in the
brain. Dopamine is the primary neurotransmitter in a pathway beginning in a brain region called the ventral tegmentum, progressing on to the nucleus accumbens, a projection
often referred to as the “pleasure pathway.” This appellation arises from two facts. A wide
range of species will carry out extraordinarily demanding tasks in order to be stimulated
in this pathway, and euphoriant drugs such as cocaine release dopamine in this pathway.
Recent work has shown that dopamine is not so much the neurotransmitter of pleasure
but instead mediates the anticipation of pleasure and the motivation derived from that.
For example, consider a primate who has learned that a bell signals the start of a session in
which pressing a lever 10 times results in access to a desirable food item 10 seconds later.
Although dopamine is released by neurons in this pathway in response to the food reward,
it is released to a much greater extent in response to the bell (Schultz, Tremblay, & Hollerman, 2000), and that first dopamine rise fuels the performance of the behavior (i.e., the
lever pressing) needed to obtain the reward (Phillips, Stuber, Heien, Wightman, & Carelli,
2003). Remarkably, if an element of unpredictability is introduced into this paradigm (i.e.,
if lever pressing produces a food reward only 50% of the time), there is an even greater
release of dopamine, with a strong peak during the interval between the lever pressing and
the point where the food is or is not delivered (Fiorillo, Tobler, & Schultz, 2003). This is,
in effect, a neurochemical explanation for why intermittent reinforcement is so addictive.
When combining studies such as this with the extensive literature on psychological stress,
what this teaches is that in a setting in which there is perceived to be a good chance that an
outcome is going to be bad, lack of control and predictability is highly aversive and stressful. In contrast, in a situation where there is perceived to be a good chance that an outcome
is going to be good, lack of control and predictability adds to the anticipatory pleasure.
Recent work has also revealed the interactions between stress and the dopamine
pathway. Strikingly, acute exposure to moderate stress or to moderately elevated levels
of glucocorticoids causes release of dopamine in this pathway, and rats will even lever
press in order to be infused with the levels of glucocorticoids that maximize dopamine
release (Piazza & Le Moal, 1998; Pont-Rouge, Deroche, Le Moal, & Piazza, 1998). This is
the essence of what stimulation is, namely, a moderate, transient challenge—it is for this
reason that roller coaster rides are for 3 minutes rather than 3 hours. In addition, when
stressors or glucocorticoid exposure are more severe and/or more prolonged, there is
depletion of dopamine in this pathway and blunting of the responsiveness of neurons
to dopamine (Ahmed, Kenny, Koob, & Markou, 2002; Gambarana et al., 1999).
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Social Rank, Stress, and Health
The chapter emphasized how there is not a monolithic picture of rank and its physiological correlates. (For example, social subordination is not always associated with
higher levels of physical and psychological stressors or of glucocorticoids). Instead,
the social meaning of rank (and thus its physiological correlates) varies as a function
of the species and population. Two recent papers reviewed this issue, looking across
a variety of species (Abbott et al., 2003; Creel 2001). They made two broad points: (a)
Subordinate individuals are more prone toward stress-related disease in species/populations in which subordination is a state enforced by those of higher rank and where
subordinate animals are subject to high rates of displacement aggression and/or have
a paucity of coping outlets; and (b) high-ranking individuals are more prone toward
stress-related disease in species/populations where the hierarchy is unstable, dominance must be reestablished frequently, and/or where subordination is a phenomenon
of younger siblings biding their time until rising in the hierarchy.
Finally, there have been enormous amounts of work concerning the links among
stress, SES, and health. At the time that this chapter was written, it was already clear
that issues of medical access and lifestyle risk- and protective-factors did not explain much about the SES/health gradient, implicating stress as a suspect mostly by
default. Since then, the case for psychosocial and stress-related factors has become
much stronger. This is derived from two areas of the literature: (1) Although SES is a
strong predictor of numerous aspects of health, an even better measure in many ways
is subjective, perceived SES (Adler, Epel, Castellazzo, & Ickovics, 2000); and (2) in
the United States, the more income inequality there is, the steeper is the SES/health
gradient. This is independent of absolute income and can be shown at the level of both
states and cities (Lynch et al., 1998; Ross et al, 2000). In other words, poor health is not
so much predicted by being poor as much as by feeling poor and, most basically, being
made to feel poor by society. This strengthens even more a point emphasized in the
original chapter: With the invention of societal stratification, humans have come up
with a form of subordination whose impact is unprecedented in the primate world.

NOTES
1. Sapolsky, R. (1999). The physiology and pathophysiology of unhappiness. In D. Kahneman, E. Diener,
& N. Schwartz (Eds.), Well-being: Foundations of hedonic psychology. New York: Sage. Copyright 1999
Russell Sage Foundation, 112 East 64th Street, New York, NY 10021. Reprinted with permission.
2. Homeostasis, as used classically, typically refers to the body’s continuous small adjustments needed
to keep any given physiological measure in balance. A newer, fancier term, allostasis, has been introduced to refer to the integrated balancing of large, interrelated physiological systems in the face of
an ever-changing environment [Sterling & Eyer, 1988]. As such, homeostasis is a term most relevant
to understanding how your body maintains, for example, the same blood pressure over any given 5minute period. In contrast, allostasis is a term more relevant to understanding how all sorts of things
in your body have very different set points when you are sleeping deeply in the middle of the night
than when you are alert and active at noon. As such, a wildebeest with its innards ripped open and
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dragging in the dust after a lion’s attack might better be thought of as being allostatically challenged
than homeostatically challenged, a distinction that even it would appreciate.
3. The use of the term psychological by most stress physiologists—who make livings making precise
measurements of how the extent of insults such as blood volume loss, hypothermia, or hypoglycemia
trigger the stress response—is most defi nitely pejorative.
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Chapter Eighteen

Unforgiveness, Forgiveness,
and Justice: Scientific Findings
on Feelings and Physiology
Charlotte vanOyen Witvliet

I

nterpersonal hurts and offenses affect nearly everyone. Whether committed intentionally or unintentionally, between loved ones or strangers, transgressions can
arouse strong and negative emotions connected to guilt and shame in transgressors,
and sadness, fear, and anger in victims. These emotions can emerge as an amalgamation
of hurt-filled bitterness, or unforgiveness. Transgressors are faced with the decision of
whether to apologize and seek forgiveness. Even if never asked, victims are faced with
the question of what to do about their unforgiveness. Some may seek to override their
pain by stoking the fires of revenge; others may try to reduce their unforgiveness as they
accept that bad things happen even to good people, tolerate it, minimize it, ignore it,
excuse it, or forbear it. Alternatively, victims can also choose two potentially complementary options to respond to the injustice and reduce their attendant unforgiveness:
They can pursue justice, and they can grant forgiveness. In this chapter, I address the
peripheral physiological patterns—of facial muscles, skin conductance, and cardiovascular measures—associated with unforgiveness, forgiveness, and justice, organizing
the accumulated data patterns within a framework of emotion.

VIEW OF UNFORGIVENESS, FORGIVENESS, AND JUSTICE
Interpersonal offenses often generate perceptions of injustice. Whether these offenses
are betrayals, insults, or crimes, victims can experience a discrepancy between the
way things are and the way they ought to turn out. Worthington (2003) has termed
this an injustice gap, noting that it is charged with negative emotions that can coalesce
as unforgiveness. Among the means of reducing the injustice gap and its associated
unforgiveness are, in theory, justice outcomes that reduce the size of the remaining
gap and forgiveness that can bridge the gap by juxtaposing positive emotions against
negative emotions incurred by the injustice. Justice is important for holding offenders
305
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accountable for their actions and preventing further societal harm. Restorative (cf.
retributive) justice approaches further attend to the rights and needs of victims as
well as offenders, often through a mediation process that maximizes the potential to
arrive at mutually beneficial outcomes (chapter 29 by Hill, Exline, & Cohen and chapter 30 by Armour & Umbreit). Forgiveness carries with it the implication that its target
is to blame for having caused harm, involves holding the offender accountable, and
may still require justice-oriented interventions for the offender. Against this backdrop—and sensitive to fi rst ensuring the victim’s emotional, physical, and spiritual
safety—forgiveness involves cultivating positive prosocial responses (e.g., empathy
and desiring genuine and ultimate good) toward the offender so that victims eventually edge out the hurt and bitter emotions of unforgiveness.
Because forgiveness involves so many types of shifts—affective, behavioral, cognitive, social, spiritual, and physiological—it is valuable to view forgiveness and related constructs through a lens that can least interact with aspects of these multiple
dimensions. My own approach is to situate research on the psychophysiological correlates of unforgiveness, forgiveness, and justice within a broad view of emotion that
emphasizes the active response elements of emotion and integrates affective, attentional, and motivational functions. This view is sympathetic to Lang’s (1979, 1995)
bioinformational theory, which emphasizes that verbal/cognitive, behavioral, and
physiological responses are inherent to emotion. It also is consonant with Thayer
and Lane’s (2000) dynamic systems neurovisceral integration model that further integrates affective, attentional, motivational, and physiological functions.
Furthermore, these theories and empirical investigations of psychophysiology
and emotion have emphasized the importance of two dimensions of emotion that
organize verbal/cognitive and physiological expressions in response to a broad range
of stimuli (Faith & Thayer, 2001). These dimensions are valence (extending from negative to positive) and arousal (ranging from deactivated to highly activated).1 Within
this two-dimensional space, a variety of emotion categories can be situated, recognizing that even within categories, shifts in valence and arousal may occur from time to
time. For example, both fear and anger (and unforgiveness) might occupy a negative
and activated part of the valence × arousal space, whereas pleasant relaxation and
peace (and forgiveness) might be situated in a positive and calmer part of the statespace, although shifts in their precise valence and arousal qualities may vary across
particular experiences within each emotion, anticipations of them, and ruminations
about them.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Studies of Victims Using Their Autobiographical Offenses
Unforgiveness Versus Forgiveness: State Effects in Victims. Based on basic research
linking the valence and arousal of emotional imagery to patterns of facial EMG, skin
conductance, and heart rate (e.g., Witvliet & Vrana, 1995), Witvliet, Ludwig, and Vander
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Laan (2001) tested hypotheses about the physiological response patterns that would
occur when 71 (36 men and 35 women) college students each adopted two states of
unforgiveness (i.e., rumination about the transgression; nursing a grudge toward the
offender) versus two states of forgiveness toward a particular real-life offender (cultivating empathy for the offender; forgiving the offender by fi nding a way to genuinely
wish him or her well while releasing hurt and angry emotions). Witvliet et al. (2001)
adapted methods used in basic research on emotion and continuous physiology. In a
within-subjects design, each participant imagined each of the four types of imagery
eight times (32 trials total with continuous physiology), counterbalancing condition
orders. For each measure, physiological reactivity during each imagery and recovery
trial was calculated by subtracting that measure’s values during each trial’s 4-s pretrial baseline from the 16-s imagery trial and 8-s recovery period means.
As predicted, the unforgiving imagery evoked higher arousal and more negative
valence ratings, compared with the forgiving imagery. Consistent with the high arousal ratings, unforgiving imagery was associated with higher levels of tonic eye muscle
tension (orbicularis oculi [eye] EMG) during imagery and higher heart rate and skin
conductance-level scores (indicating sympathetic nervous system activation) during
both imagery and recovery periods. Consistent with the negative valence of unforgiving imagery (versus the positive valence of forgiving imagery), participants showed
more brow muscle tension (corrugator [brow] EMG) during imagery and recovery periods. Although blood pressure has not been specifically measured in reference to
valence and arousal, heightened blood pressure has been linked to state and trait
anger, which may be characterized as aroused and negatively valent. Witvliet et al.
(2001) found that systolic blood pressure (SBP; during the middle of imagery), diastolic blood pressure (DBP), and mean arterial pressure (MAP) were all significantly
higher during unforgiving versus forgiving imagery.
State and Trait Effects. Consistent with these findings, Lawler et al. (2003) found cardiovascular benefits of both trait and state forgiving in 108 (44 men and 64 women)
college students. Higher trait forgivingness was associated with lower SBP, DBP, and
MAP (when values for each measure were averaged across baseline, three time periods
during the parent conflict and peer/partner conflict interviews, and two time periods
during recovery from each type of interview). Lower state unforgivingness (i.e., using
the Transgression-Related Inventory of Motivations [TRIM]; McCullough et al., 1998)
and higher state forgiveness for both parent and peer/partner were associated with
lower SBP, DBP, MAP, heart rate, and rate pressure product (SBP × heart rate, an indicator of myocardial oxygen demand and stress). Lawler et al. (2003) also assessed the
interaction of trait and state forgiveness variables on physiology during the two types
of conflict interviews and the subsequent recovery periods, covarying baseline values.
For an interview about a salient memory of conflict with a parent or primary caregiver,
high trait forgivers had the least reactivity and best recovery patterns for SBP, DBP, and
MAP, rate pressure product, and forehead EMG; low trait forgivers in unforgiving states
had the highest levels of cardiovascular reactivity and poorest recovery patterns. When
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the same participants were interviewed about a conflict with a friend or partner, the
only significant effect was that women who were high in state forgiving showed smaller increases in rate pressure products than did the low state-forgiving women. In the
subsequent recovery period, high trait forgivingness was associated with lower blood
pressure for DBP and MAP. Lawler et al. further found that the physiological measures
were unrelated to stress or hostility in their study. Path analyses indicated that trait
forgivingness predicted state forgiveness; higher state forgiveness and lower hostility
predicted lower stress levels, which in turn predicted lower self-reported illness.
In an interview study, Toussaint and Williams (2003) measured blood pressure
in a diverse sample of 100 Midwestern community residents (25 in each cell: 2 SES
[high, low] × 2 race [Black, White]; with participant sex almost evenly divided across
cells). Across participants, higher levels of total forgiveness (i.e., a composite of forgiveness of others and self, plus feeling forgiven by God) were associated with lower
resting DBP. High SES White participants showed lower resting DBP for total forgiveness and, specifically, forgiveness of self. By contrast, low SES Blacks showed lower
resting DBP with higher forgiveness of others, and lower resting cortisol levels with
higher levels of total forgiveness, forgiveness of others, and perceived divine forgiveness. When assessing blood pressure for all participants at baseline, at two points
during a 10-minute interview about “a time when you were treated unfairly” and a
5-minute recovery period, Toussaint and Williams found that being forgiving toward
others and feeling God’s forgiveness were each associated with lower raw blood pressure values during the interview.
Intervention-Induced Forgiveness Effects in Victims. Waltman (2003) examined
how learning to forgive influenced cardiovascular variables over time in 17 middleaged and elderly men with coronary artery disease. Waltman contrasted those in a
10-week individualized program using an Enright forgiveness intervention to patients
in a treatment program addressing the impact of their disease. At pretreatment, posttreatment, and a follow-up another 10 weeks after treatment, patients engaged in anger-recall tasks, focusing on a past real-life hurt, followed by measures of myocardial
perfusion, heart rate, and blood pressure. The available abstract for this dissertation
reports that comparing pretreatment to 10-week follow-up, patients who completed
the forgiveness intervention versus the standard program had significantly better results for anger-induced myocardial perfusion defects. Waltman surmised that it took
time for the psychological adjustment involved in forgiving to become evident on this
cardiac measure.
Forgiveness Motivation Effects in Victims. Whereas the other forgiveness and physiology studies used United States samples, Huang and Enright (2000) studied Taiwanese
community members. Blood pressure was assessed in 22 matched pairs of men and who
tended to forgive, out of either obligation or moral love. When interviewed about a typical
day, the groups did not differ in their blood pressure cuff measurements. When interviewed about a past experience with conflict, however, those with obligation-oriented
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versus unconditional-love forgiveness motives showed differences on 3 of 12 raw blood
pressure comparisons. Obligation-oriented forgivers had higher raw SBP at the beginning
of the interview and higher raw SBP and DBP 1 minute into the interview, relative to unconditional-love forgiveness motives. The groups did not differ on self-reported anger, but
the obligation forgivers cast down their eyes and showed more masking smiles, which the
authors interpreted as signs of hidden anger.
Trait Unforgiveness, Forgiveness Toward Others, and Resting Physiology. In an exploratory study, Brenneis (2001) assessed correlations between single raw SBP and DBP
blood pressure cuff recordings and their revenge, avoidance, and generally positive
statement (i.e., TRIM, McCullough et al., 1998) scores for 175 male clergy recovering
from substance dependence or compulsive behavior disorders. Unexpectedly, higher
avoidance scores and lower positive statements scores were significantly associated
with lower SBP and DBP blood pressures. Perhaps the clergy with more “favorable”
scores forgave from obligation rather than genuine moral love (see Huang & Enright,
2000). The results may also be due to other person variables that were not measured
(e.g., substance abuse and compulsive behaviors associated with blood pressure), environmental variables (e.g., the context of measurement in the continuing care program), or person X environment variables (e.g., perhaps those who felt obligated to
forgive or to present themselves favorably were also more anxious or angry in the continuing care program, thereby increasing their blood pressure). Alternatively, these
results may be spurious, reflecting high levels of error variation in the single baseline
blood pressure measurements.
In another exploratory investigation, Seybold, Hill, Neumann, and Chi (2001) assessed 68 (12 women, 46 men) Veterans Administration Medical Center and university
participants. They correlated Mauger et al.’s (1992) scales of difficulty forgiving oneself,
others, and a combined score with a single measure of corrugator EMG and BP obtained
at 30 minutes into a period of rest.2 Given that for each physiological measure, only one
data point was obtained (similar to Brenneis’ methods), and only at baseline rest, it is
not surprising that no statistically significant relationships were found.3

Studies of Victims Using Scenario-Based Offenses
The previously discussed research on victims focused on autobiographical offenses,
often measuring physiological responses during emotional imagery or interviews
about them. Another method is to assess physiology during imagery about offenses
described in scripted scenarios. This approach enables us to investigate justice-related outcomes that for procedural and/or ethical reasons we cannot investigate in
vivo. The use of standardized scripts of scenarios also improves internal validity by
standardizing—to the extent that it is possible—the content of participants’ imagery.
The benefits of improved internal validity are offset, however, by costs to external
validity (e.g., the standard images may not be similar to other real-life offenses or
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to the experiences of some participants). The following justice-related studies used
scenario-based imagery (much like a substantial portion of basic research on emotion
and psychophysiology; see Witvliet & Vrana, 1995). The imagery paradigm parallels
that used by Witvliet et al. (2001).
Granting Forgiveness in Response to an Apology and Restitution. Examining interpersonal forgiveness, empathy, and unforgiveness as dependent variables, Witvliet, Worthington, and Wade (2002) conducted a within-subjects psychophysiology
study of college students (N = 61; 29 women, 32 men). They imagined four different
outcomes to a scenario in which their residence was burglarized: The offender later
apologized, made restitution, both, or neither (2 Apology × 2 Restitution design). Both
a strong apology and restitution reliably reduced unforgiveness and increased empathy and forgiveness. Each also had emotional benefits, including reduced arousal,
more positively valent emotion, and reduced corrugator EMG reactivity. The apology
alone reliably ameliorated orbicularis oculi EMG and heart rate reactivity—consistent
with lower emotional arousal reports—and improved rate pressure product reactivity
and recovery patterns associated with lower stress.
Granting Forgiveness in Response to No Justice, Punitive Justice, and Restorative
Justice Outcomes. Using the same burglary scenario, Witvliet, Root, Sato, and Ludwig (2003) conducted another within-subjects imagery study (N = 56; 29 women, 27
men college students) crossing three justice outcomes (no justice, punitive justice, restorative justice) with 2 forgiveness responses (granted, not). Echoing data patterns for
an autobiographical offense (Witvliet et al., 2001), imagery of granting (vs. not granting) forgiveness to a fictitious burglar reduced arousal and prompted more positively
valent emotion ratings. Consistent with lower arousal levels, orbicularis oculi EMG
was lower during forgiveness imagery (as long as the no-justice outcome occurred),
and heart rate scores were lower both during imagery and recovery periods. Consistent with its more positive valence, corrugator brow tension levels were lower during
forgiveness imagery.
The general pattern of justice effects was that across no justice to punitive justice
to restorative justice; unforgiving motivations and anger systematically decreased;
and empathy, forgiveness, and positive emotions increased. Furthermore, the reported benefits of the restorative justice condition were similar to those associated with
forgiveness imagery. The physiology results indicated two significant justice effects
that emerged when forgiveness was not imagined. Skin conductance-level scores were
lower—suggesting less sympathetic nervous system activation—during imagery of
restorative justice, compared with punitive justice. Rate pressure products were also
lower—suggesting lower stress levels—for punitive justice versus no-justice imagery
and recovery periods.
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Studies of Transgressors Using Their Autobiographical Offenses
As a complement to victim research, Witvliet, Ludwig, and Bauer (2002) conducted
a within-subjects psychophysiology imagery study of 40 (20 women, 20 men) college
students who reflected on a particular transgression they previously committed. The
study compared the effects of ruminating about one’s transgression with seeking forgiveness, then compared the effects of three possible responses they could receive
from their real-life victims: begrudging, forgiving, or reconciling.
Compared with ruminations about one’s transgression or an unforgiving response
from the victim, imagery of forgiveness-seeking and merciful responses from victims
(forgiveness and reconciliation) prompted improvements in basic emotions (e.g., sadness, anger), moral emotions (e.g., guilt, shame, gratitude, hope), and greater perceived
interpersonal forgiveness. Imagery of forgiveness-seeking and of victims’ merciful responses prompted less furrowing of the brow muscle (corrugator EMG) associated
with negative emotion. Imagery of merciful responses from one’s victim also increased
smiling activity (zygomatic EMG), consistent with the positive and interpersonal nature of the imagery. Autonomic nervous system measures were largely unaffected
by imagery, although skin conductance data suggested greater sympathetic nervous
system engagement when victims reconciled with transgressors. When considered in
combination with the studies of forgiveness in victims, these data suggest that when it
comes to physiological patterns and forgiveness, it is even better to give than to receive
forgiveness.

SUMMING IT UP: WHAT DOES THE EXTANT EVIDENCE TELL US?
Schwartz et al. (2003) have proposed that lab studies of cardiovascular reactivity often do not generalize well to real life unless they employ tasks that mirror daily life
(e.g., recalling, retelling, imagining), aggregate repeated measures across tasks, and
measure physiology before, during, and after the conditions of interest. Of the studies
reviewed here, those with designs closest to Schwartz et al.’s (2003) ideals show selfreport, cardiovascular reactivity, and facial EMG patterns that reliably distinguish
unforgiving responses toward others (as a state or trait) as generating more negative
and aroused affect and greater reactivity and prolonged activation than do forgiving
responses toward others. Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that sustained
elevations in blood pressure predict end-organ damage. The impact of the brief blood
pressure peaks measured in the forgiveness studies is unclear (see Schwartz et al.,
2003). Hence, the extant data speak primarily to immediate short-term patterns.4 As
we interpret the autonomic and cardiovascular effects, we must keep in mind that
they may reflect not only heightened sympathetic nervous system arousal but also
impaired parasympathetic response.
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NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
Linking Studies of Forgiveness and Physiology with a Theory
to Guide Future Investigations: A Dynamic Systems Model
of Neurovisceral Integration
Thayer and Lane (2000) have proposed a model of neurovisceral integration that ties
together the systems involved in attention, emotion, and motivation—systems that in
my view are involved in the multidimensional facets of unforgiveness and forgiveness. In the neurovisceral integration model, a variety of physiological systems underlie and integrate attention, motivation, and emotion, which from a dynamic systems
perspective involve feedback and feed-forward circuits that enable self-regulation
and efficient functioning. One of the most important features of this model is that it
highlights the importance of inhibition. Inhibitory processes are negative feedback
circuits that enable one to interrupt behavior and reallocate attention and responses
to another task. In our case, inhibition would permit a victim to let go of rumination
or grudge-holding to cultivate an empathic and forgiving response.
As Thayer and Lane (2000) detail, when these inhibitory processes fail or when
negative feedback mechanisms are ineffective, the resulting disinhibition leads to positive feedback loops that perpetuate behaviors in a feed-forward fashion (e.g., when
people persist in ruminating about a past injustice or about getting revenge). When
emotion is disordered, such as in anxiety disorders (with the most evidence accrued
for generalized anxiety disorder), people have a distorted emotional system that prevents them from shifting to process information and generate responses that would be
more appropriate or beneficial. This state of being emotionally “stuck” or “inflexible”
reflects not only difficulty in shifting to a more appropriate response but also—and
more likely—being unable to inhibit inappropriate responses (Thayer & Lane, 2000).
This may well correspond to what happens in unforgiveness (see Witvliet et al.,
2001; Worthington & Scherer, 2004), because people seem unable to shift their attention to information that could promote empathy or forgiveness. Instead, they seem
drawn like magnets to ruminate about past hurts, embellish these narratives with
bitter adjectives and adverbs that stir up contempt, exhibit avoidance and revenge
motivations, cogitate about the negative features of the offender and offense, and even
rehearse a repertoire of grudge and revenge plots. Such processes may both reflect and
perpetuate feed-forward circuits subserved by attentional, motivational, physiological, and behavioral subsystems of emotion. Thayer and Lane (2000) further propose
that this kind of inefficiency in affective information processing results in affective
dysregulation. This can ultimately lead to such problems as a hostile personality,
anxiety and depressive disorders, hypertension, and coronary heart disease.
Self-regulation is critical to Thayer and Lane’s (2000) model and to an understanding of forgiveness and physiology. A successful shift from unforgiveness to
forgiveness requires flexibility in attentional, affective, and motivational processes.
Currently, the strongest indicator of self-regulation in attention and affect is cardiac
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vagal tone (Porges, 1992), often assessed with heart rate variability (HRV). Spectral
analysis is a noninvasive method used to transform HRV mathematically in order to
determine relative sympathetic and parasympathetic activity (see McCraty, Atkinson,
Tiller, Rein, & Watkins, 1995). As a general example, two people may have the same
mean heart rate, but one will show less variation around the mean, indicative of lower
heart rate variability, lower vagal tone, and poorer self-regulation. Heart rate variability is a quantifiable indicator of self-regulation, reflecting neural feedback mechanisms involved in the integration between the central and autonomic nervous systems
(Thayer & Lane, 2000).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH: RESEARCH AND CLINICAL
ADVANCES SHOULD BE LINKED TO THEORY
For psychophysiological research and clinical applications of forgiveness and justice to
advance, we will need to study additional physiological measures, integrate central and
peripheral nervous system measures with each other and with psychological variables,
use rigorous designs that are ecologically valid, and evaluate long-term effects—all
with a view to advance not only basic research but also clinical applications.
As Thayer and Lane’s (2000) neurovisceral integration model suggests, HRV and
its related measures (e.g., respiratory sinus arrhythmia) and methods will be important complements to measures of heart rate because they point to the important role
of the parasympathetic nervous system, inhibitory processes, and self-regulation.
Whereas most research has assessed physiological measures as dependent variables,
advances are even more likely to occur if we additionally consider them as independent individual difference variables that may exert main effects and also interact
with environmental variables. Considering HRV as an individual difference variable,
people with predispositions to have poor vagal control will—according to Thayer and
Lane’s (2000) model—have poorer inhibitory processes and self-regulation.
How might such individual differences in self-regulation interact with values-oriented, spiritual, and religious factors? Might having poor vagal control make it more
difficult to grant forgiveness, even for people of faith who value this virtue? Do people
with better vagal control find it easier to embody virtues that hinge on self-regulation?
Might people devoted to embodying virtue as a way of life ultimately be able to shift
their sympathovagal balance in favor of vagal control? Self-regulation appears to be at
the heart of a range of virtues and values, including those in Peterson and Seligman’s
(2004) classification of human strengths and virtues. In addition to forgiveness, for
example, courage and temperance seem to hinge on affective, attentional, and motivational modulation as people engage positive responses while steering away from
or overriding negative ones. With advances in psychophysiological assessment, more
effective applied interventions can be designed, perhaps incorporating relaxation and
belief-sensitive meditation approaches in order to improve HRV as an adjunct to various forgiveness intervention models.
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We will be most likely to make substantial advances in the field if we employ
multimethod designs that integrate genetic, central and peripheral nervous system,
neurohormonal, and behavioral measures. In line with Schwartz et al.’s (2003) observations, cardiovascular (and other mental and physical health) responses to stressors
ought to be studied in interaction with stress exposures and genetic susceptibilities.
For example, chronic or repeated injustices (stressors) are likely to be more strongly
associated with the development of cardiovascular disease and mortality. Perhaps the
unforgiving personality will show similar patterns because, in effect, such persons
tend to interpret even minor slights as major and ruminate about them, thereby generating repeated stressors. This relates to McCullough and Hoyt’s (2002) theorizing that
neuroticism may involve heightened perceptions of behaviors as offenses and to their
data linking neuroticism with unforgiving revenge and avoidance motivations. In
emotion and personality research, Yik and Russell (2001) found that neuroticism was
strongly associated with negative valence, regardless of arousal level. Agreeableness
(inversely related to unforgiving motivations) was associated with positive valence,
slightly activated/aroused. Other research links vengeful imagery with negatively valent and aroused emotion reports, and more stressful physiological reactivity and
recovery patterns (see Witvliet et al., 2001; Witvliet et al., 2003).
Finally, research is needed to ascertain the relationship between laboratory findings and real-life experiences. Experimental conditions that closely resemble real-life
experiences will have the most ecological validity and stronger associations to applied costs and benefits. Perhaps for these reasons, forgiveness and physiology studies
have most often used imagery and interview paradigms. Further advances in research
may occur with ambulatory monitoring studies that provide a better indication of the
role of anticipation, exposure, and remembering/ruminating in the psychophysiological reactivity, and recovery patterns associated with transgressions and contact with
transgressors/victims. Additionally, physiological investigations will need to employ
longitudinal designs and “hard” health measures.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
Unforgiveness and forgiveness involve emotional processes that intersect with a range
of clinical issues. Unforgiveness includes a negative emotion complex that overlaps
to some extent with rumination and hostility. Psychophysiology research has shown
that negative emotion has longer lasting effects on heart rate than does positive emotion (Brosschot & Thayer, 2003). Also, rumination associated with negative emotion
may prolong blood pressure activation (Glynn, Christenfeld, & Gerin, 2002). Additionally, states of rumination in normals and persons with generalized anxiety disorder
(vs. controls) show impaired parasympathetically mediated HRV; treatments that reduced such worry also improved HRV (see Thayer & Lane, 2000; Thayer, Friedman,
& Borkovec, 1996). Both rumination (Kubzansky et al., 1997) and hostility have been
associated with coronary heart disease risk (Miller, Smith, Turner, Guijarro, & Hallet,
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1996) and lower levels of HRV (Thayer & Lane, 2000), possibly due to inadequate parasympathetic antagonism to sympathetic activity. Further punctuating this view is
evidence that sympathetic nervous system activity was more dominant when people
recalled life events that continued to arouse anger and/or frustration, whereas beneficial HRV changes occurred when participants focused on feeling sincere appreciation or similarly positive emotions toward someone (McCraty et al., 1995). These data
suggest that to the degree that forgiveness can increase such positive emotions, the
parasympathetic nervous system may exert better control. In addition, to the extent
that forgiveness can reduce or eclipse anger and rumination, sympathetic nervous
system activation may be mitigated. These hypotheses warrant testing in light of their
promise for interventions.
Clinically, it is also important to consider forgiveness in relation to the various
behavioral strategies people use to cope with the stress of unforgiveness. Some coping
strategies will likely exacerbate mental and physical health problems, some strategies will mitigate against them, and some will introduce positive effects. People who
suppress, binge, smoke, misuse alcohol and other substances, aggress, withdraw,
and ruminate to manage unforgiveness will engage in behaviors with known links
to adverse health outcomes. Such behaviors may interact with genetic factors, such
that some people will increase the likelihood of negative effects on their health (see
Schwartz et al., 2003). By contrast, research has demonstrated benefits of several factors that are part of a multidimensional forgiveness response, including reappraising
a difficult situation rather than suppressing one’s negative emotions (see Gross & John,
2003), engaging social support (see Christenfeld & Gerin, 2000), and cultivating positive emotions (Fredrickson, 1998). For example, McCraty et al. (1995) theorized that
the increased parasympathetic mediation associated with positive emotion may assist
hypertension treatment and reduce the probability of sudden death in persons with
congestive heart failure.
In terms of assessment, psychophysiology may prove useful both to determine individual differences in the capacity for self-regulation and to provide useful outcome
measures in clinical trials of forgiveness interventions. Physiological measures can
supplement self-reports, other-reports, and behavioral observations. In individual therapy, psychophysiological feedback could be used to inform clients of the physiological
changes that accompany their choice to focus on empathy and forgiveness versus transgression rumination or grudge holding. If justice-oriented interventions are developed
for clinical use—such as family therapy interventions in which a wayward spouse is
directed to seek forgiveness on bended knee (Madanes, 1990)—psychophysiological assessments could also be incorporated for both transgressor and victim.
Of the topics in this chapter, the study of forgiveness in connection to justice is
the most nascent, yet it may be among the most significant for victims. When faced
with a hurtful offense, the victim generally experiences unforgiveness, which can be
reduced in a number of ways—seeking justice and forgiving among them. These two
options are not antithetical to one another, although cognitive, emotional, and situational constraints on the victim may necessitate devoting one’s energy to pursuing
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them sequentially rather than concurrently. So far, the available data suggest that justice outcomes can promote forgiveness, with restorative justice enhancing forgiveness
more than punitive justice, and punitive more than no-justice outcomes (Witvliet et
al., 2003). Questions remain as to whether granting forgiveness affects one’s motives
to pursue justice, for whom this may hold true, and under what conditions.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
Our current understanding of the psychophysiology of forgiveness and unforgiveness is still in its infancy. The data accrued so far, however, carry more weight than
they would in isolation because we can view them through an emotional lens that
considers verbal/cognitive, behavioral, and physiological responding as inherent to
emotional expression (see Lang’s bioinformational theory) and views the systems involved in affect regulation as integrating attentional, motivational, and physiological
subsystems (Thayer & Lane’s, 2000 neurovisceral integration model). This view highlights connections between fi ndings from the forgiveness literature and the broader
literature on emotion and psychophysiology. The data on unforgiveness can also be
connected to specific literature on rumination, anger, and hostility, providing further
insights that can guide the formation of our hypotheses, methodologies, theoretical
interpretations, and applications.

CONCLUSIONS
People have a propensity to offend and be offended. Unforgiveness naturally bubbles
up in the wake of hurtful offenses. Both forgiveness and justice may be beneficial
in reducing victims’ unforgiveness, which is associated with prolonged physiological activation, which in turn is theorized to have more cardiovascular health implications than short-term stress reactivity (Brosschot & Thayer, 2003). Forgiveness
research suggests it also promotes positive and prosocial emotions for victims and
offenders, calming physiological indicators of negative and aroused emotion. To the
degree that forgiveness can calm emotion and make it more positive, the parasympathetic nervous system may exert better control (see McCraty et al., 1995). To the extent
that forgiveness may eclipse or reduce anger, sympathetic nervous system activation
may be mitigated (McCraty et al., 1995). The net effect may be one that enhances
health-promoting effects and buffers against health-eroding effects (see also Witvliet
et al., 2001). Justice research suggests that some restorative approaches may be more
psychophysiologically beneficial than punitive justice, even promoting forgiveness
in victims. Research in this area is in its infancy, and the time is ripe for advances in
this area fertile with promise to offer a healing balm.
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NOTES
1. Much of the psychophysiology of emotion literature has emphasized valence and arousal. Yik and
Russell (2001) assessed the valence and arousal dimensions, as well as a rotation of them: positive
activation (extending from high arousal positive to low arousal negative) and negative activation
(extending from high arousal negative to low arousal positive). They found that neither set of dimensions was more “basic” than the other.
2. Brenneis (2001) also measured total cholesterol, high-density lipoprotein, low-density lipoprotein,
and blood glucose levels, fi nding no significant relationships with the TRIM inventory by McCullough, Rachal, Sandage, Worthington, Brown, and Hight (1998).
3. Seybold et al. (2001) also assessed blood and plasma assays. Lower forgiveness of others and total
forgiveness (Mauger et al., 1992) were associated with higher hematocrit scores, higher total white
blood cell counts, and lower TxPA levels. Lower forgiveness of others and self were correlated with
higher T-helper/T-cytotoxic cell ratios.
4. Waltman’s (2003) study provides the fi rst long-term evidence of health impact. Waltman’s study
tested a complex 20-step intervention. Although intervention research is important, the complexity
of interventions can possibly obscure the effects of forgiveness by confounding them with demand
characteristics of the treatment, differential effects of the components of the intervention, and effects of leaders’ and participants’ personalities. Furthermore, Waltman used only a 10-week followup. Of note, Toussaint and Williams (2001) found that differences in health outcomes with respect to
forgiveness emerged only at age 65 and older.
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Forgiveness, Unforgiveness,
Health, and Disease
Alex H. S. Harris
Carl E. Thoresen

F

ive years ago, we observed that no evidence existed from controlled studies linking forgiveness to physiology, health, or disease (Thoresen, Harris, & Luskin,
2000). Since then, the theory, measurement, and empirical study of forgiveness
have developed substantially. Evidence has been produced linking both forgiveness
and unforgiveness to short-term physiological variables, such as cortisol reactivity
(Berry & Worthington, 2001) as well as blood pressure and skin conductance (Lawler
et al., 2003; Witvliet, Ludwig, & Vander Laan, 2001). Coupled with the related literature on stress and health, this evidence makes hypotheses directly linking unforgiveness and forgiveness with health and disease variables more plausible and ripe to
be tested. However, direct evidence that forgiveness or unforgiveness are related to
health or disease is still virtually nonexistent (cf. Toussaint, Williams, Musick, &
Everson, 2001). We write this chapter with hopes of inspiring researchers to address
this clinically-relevant gap in our knowledge.
We review hypotheses and theoretical models linking forgiveness and unforgiveness
to health and disease, and we present supporting evidence where available. Because evidence supporting these models is generally indirect and/or limited, we focus on specifying the research and evidence that might further our understanding of hypothesized
associations between forgiveness and unforgiveness, and health and disease.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
Unforgiveness has been defi ned by Worthington and colleagues (Worthington, Sandage,
& Berry, 2000; Worthington & Wade, 1999) as a combination of delayed negative emotions (i.e., resentment, bitterness, hostility, hatred, anger, and fear) toward a transgressor. We view unforgiveness essentially as stress response (see also Worthington
& Scherer, 2004) with potential health consequences. Unforgiveness is distinct from
the immediate emotional response to a perceived injustice. It can be viewed as getting
321
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stuck in negative emotions and a hyperaroused stress response through rumination.
Not everyone who experiences an offense experiences unforgiveness. Forgiveness can
be seen as one of many ways to reduce or avoid unforgiveness (Worthington, 2001). As
such, the hypothesized health benefits of reducing unforgiveness and fostering forgiveness are not necessarily synonymous. We view forgiveness not only as the reduction of unforgiveness through reducing the negative thoughts, emotions, motivations,
and behaviors toward the offender but also as the increase of positive emotions and
perspectives, such as empathy, hope, or compassion. Although the health benefits of
forgiveness should include the health benefits of unforgiveness reduction, there may
be additional health benefits associated with the increase of positive states. Furthermore, it may be possible to reduce unforgiveness and reap the hypothesized health
benefits without forgiving. We elaborate on these notions below.

REVIEW OF THE THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
We consider three general hypotheses that are relevant to the notion that forgiveness
and unforgiveness may be related to physical health and disease: (a) Unforgiveness is
associated with health risks; (b) positive states that are characteristic of forgiveness
have health benefits beyond those associated with the reduction of unforgiveness; and
(c) forgiveness interventions produce changes in health and disease outcomes when
evaluated with randomized trials. Here we unpack these broad and multidimensional
hypotheses, review relevant evidence, and discuss the nature of future research that
might help us understand under what conditions each hypothesis may hold.

Hypothesis 1: Unforgiveness Is Associated With Health Risks
There are physiological, psychological, behavioral, and social paths through which unforgiveness may impact health. Again, unforgiveness does not refer to the immediate
transgression-related experience of negative emotions but rather the delayed experience
of resentment, blame, bitterness, hostility, hatred, anger, and fear that may be fostered
through rumination. No direct evidence exists that either situational or dispositional
unforgiveness is related to long-term health or disease. The lack of direct evidence is not
surprising, given that the notion of unforgiveness and the means to measure it are fairly
recent developments. In fact, no detailed, multidimensional measure of unforgiveness
has yet been developed. An exception is the Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motivations Inventory (TRIM; McCullough et al., 1998) that is limited to the state-assessment of avoidance and revenge. Even so, three lines of evidence exist—stated here as
propositions—suggesting unforgiveness may be related to health.
Unforgiveness Causes Health Problems in a Manner Similar to Other Chronic Stress
Responses. Unforgiveness has been framed as a stress reaction (Worthington & Scherer, 2004). The negative health consequences of chronic stress and the physiological
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wear and tear of a hyperaroused stress response have been observed in traumatized
populations and in people who have endured extreme and/or chronic stressors (e.g.,
Schnurr & Green, 2004). We hypothesized previously (Thoresen et al., 2000) that the
rumination-fueled, chronic experience of stress and negative emotions that constitute unforgiveness may detrimentally impact health through the pathways of chronic
sympathetic nervous system hyperarousal and increased allostatic load (McEwen,
1998, 2003). The argument rests on the assumption that transgressions are like other
health-endangering stressors and that unforgiveness produces a similar, chronically hyperaroused stress response. Given the substantial evidence that extreme and
chronic stressors negatively impact health (see McEwen, 2002) and further, that unforgiveness has been conceptualized as a stress response to a significant stressor, the
notion that unforgiveness is linked to health risks is a small leap. Yet the devil may
be in the details.
In the short term, unforgiveness has been shown to produce intense negative emotions as well as physiological responses consistent with other stress responses (Witvliet, Ludwig, & Bauer, 2002; Witvliet et al., 2001). Yet outside the lab and over longer
periods of time, it is unknown to what extent unforgiveness is like stress responses
to extreme stressors for which links to health outcomes have been established. Seybold, Hill, Neumann, and Chi (2001) found some evidence that the blood chemistries
of people who are chronically unforgiving are similar to that of people under stress;
however, there were many markers for which similarities were not found. We simply
do not know whether the physiology, cognition, behavior, and social functioning of
the unjustly fi red worker or wife of an unfaithful husband, for example, are similar to
those of people living in extreme poverty or refugee camps, traumatized combat veterans, or rape survivors. How is interpersonal unforgiveness different from and similar
to trauma in terms of physiological, social, and health consequences? The natural history of unforgiveness (i.e., its frequency, intensity, and duration) for specific people in
specific contexts is largely unknown.
Knowledge concerning the natural history of unforgiveness is currently a major
missing link in the evidentiary chain. For example, it is unknown to what extent
the attentional resources of the unforgiving person are devoted to the transgression
or at what point rumination becomes problematic. Intuitively, unforgiveness may be
characterized by range (i.e., the number of people or situations for which one is unforgiving), frequency (i.e., how often one is actively experiencing a state of unforgiveness), duration (i.e., how long each episode of unforgiveness lasts), and intensity (i.e.,
the magnitude of the emotional/behavioral stress response). Research that characterizes individuals on these unforgiveness domains and examines the long-term health
trajectories of various patterns of unforgiveness would be extremely enlightening.
Research such as this would also let us know how much unforgiveness is like other
stress responses for which links to health and illness exist. Knowing more about the
lived experience of unforgiveness will allow us to understand better its nature and
prevalence, and to study its health-related consequences. Long-term studies with frequent assessments, posttransgression physiological monitoring, and disentangling of
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the health consequences of severe unforgiveness and trauma are important steps to
furthering our knowledge in this area.
Unforgiveness Is Defined as the Experience of Emotions Already Linked to Health
Risks. The core components of unforgiveness (e.g., anger, hostility, blame, fear) have
been associated with health and disease outcomes. It is a short and tempting leap to
claim that the health risks associated with the components of unforgiveness apply
directly to unforgiveness. Yet again, the devil may be in the details.
The research linking anger and hostility to health, disease, and mortality are
extremely nuanced. Anger has been defined as an emotional response to a perceived
mistreatment that may range in intensity from irritation to rage, and hostility as a set
of negative attitudes, beliefs, and appraisals concerning others as likely sources of
frustration, mistreatment, and provocation (Smith, 1992). The manner in which anger
is experienced, responded to, and expressed, how long one stays angry and takes to
recover from it, as well as characteristics of the person (e.g., gender) appear to greatly
influence the links to health and disease outcomes. As an example of the nuanced and
qualified nature of the anger/health association, Hogan and Linden (2004) examined
the health consequences of six independent anger-response styles—aggression, assertion, social support seeking, diffusion, avoidance, and rumination—in a sample of
159 hypertensive patients. Although the anger styles were not found to influence resting and ambulatory blood pressure levels, rumination had a detrimental influence on
the relation between avoidance and assertion on blood pressure. The moderator effect
of rumination also different by gender.
There is also the possibility that some forms of anger may actually improve health
(Davidson, MacGregor, Stuhr, Dixon, & MacLean, 2000) and reduce unforgiveness. Davidson and colleagues have distinguished between constructive anger and destructive
anger. Constructive anger may involve engaging in instrumental thoughts and actions
geared toward rectifying the situation, cognitive restructuring, and interpersonal problem solving. Destructive anger involves rage, revenge, and hostile rumination and imagery. In this framework, anger may be a positive or negative motivating force.
Clearly, it is an oversimplification to follow this form of logic: Anger is a component of unforgiveness; anger is a health risk; therefore, unforgiveness is a health risk.
The multidimensional assessment of anger and perhaps of angry rumination should
be routinely included in forgiveness and unforgiveness research. Knowing more about
the nature and course of anger expression in the context of unforgiveness will further
our understanding of the potential health effects of unforgiveness.
Similar issues exist in claiming negative health consequences of unforgiveness
based on the link between hostility and disease. For example, Julkunen, Salonen, Kaplan, and Chesney (1994) prospectively studied the link between hostility and anger
suppression to the progression of carotid atherosclerosis in a sample of Finnish men
(N = 119; mean age 54 years). They found a twofold accelerated progression of carotid
atherosclerosis in people with high cynical distrust and high anger control, even after
controlling for biological and demographic risk factors. Also, there was evidence that
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the cognitive component of hostility is a more important risk factor for the progression of carotid atherosclerosis than is the affective component. For our purposes, we
emphasize here that not all unforgiveness has hostility as a component, nor does all
hostility equally endanger health.
It is also important to consider models other than main-effects models that might
link unforgiveness to health. Underlying personality characteristics or long-standing
psychosocial patterns, such as hostility or suspiciousness, may make one more likely
to experience both unforgiveness and negative health consequences (Eysenck, 2000).
A mediational model might link personality characteristics to health consequences
through the path of unforgiveness.
Less evidence exists that other components of unforgiveness, such as blame and
hatred, affect health. Affleck, Tennen, Croog, and Levine (1987) found blaming others for an initial heart attack was predictive of reinfarctions. It is plausible that the
physiological arousal associated with chronic experiencing of hatred or blame might
endanger health. As with anger, the nature, intensity, frequency, and duration of these
experiences in the context of unforgiveness is unknown and would most likely moderate the subsequent impact on health. Again, it would be useful to document the
natural history of these components of unforgiveness, especially the ongoing cognitive features, so that we might better understand the associated health risks as well as
the impact of reducing unforgiveness and promoting forgiveness. To establish that unforgiveness is a health risk, the construct needs more precise defi nition and measurement, as well as research specifically dedicated to examining its influence on health.
The Behaviors Associated With Unforgiveness May Cause Health Problems. Until
now, we have implicitly assumed that the mechanisms through which unforgiveness might endanger health primarily involve the intense and chronic experience of
its component emotions, resulting in autonomic nervous system hyperarousal and
the general wear and tear associated with increased allostatic load. Other mechanisms are plausible. For example, resentment, anger, or hatred could lead to violent
revenge or retaliation. Although there may be specific situations when revenge actually makes one safer, we generally assume that engaging in violent retribution leads to
poor health, social, and legal outcomes. Furthermore, unforgiveness might be linked
to poor health through the consequences of problematic coping styles, such as avoidance coping or substance use.
In addition, the emotional components of unforgiveness may lead directly or indirectly to social isolation, which has been linked to health risks (e.g., Cohen, Gottlieb,
& Underwood, 2000). At least two processes might implicate unforgiveness in the erosion of social networks and support. First, the unforgiving person, who may be angry,
hostile, ruminating, and attached to his or her victim role, may have friends and acquaintances who tire of attending to the person’s misery. Second, the dispositionally
unforgiving person, untrusting of people and fearful of revictimization, may avoid
social contact or may limit the extent to which he or she allows himself or herself to
be vulnerable in relationships. If unforgiveness reduces social contact, support, and
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integration by these or other mechanisms, the health benefits of these contacts will be
lost. It is also important to note that not all social contact is health promoting. In some
cases, the anger or fear associated with unforgiveness might motivate healthy changes
or reductions in unhealthy social contact.
Currently, no direct evidence exists linking interpersonal transgressions to
changes in health-related behavior through the path of unforgiveness. Clearly, this is
an important area of future research and is a core aspect of documenting the natural
history of unforgiveness.
Conclusions Regarding Hypothesis 1. One way of proceeding is to show that transgressions are like other extreme or chronic stressors for which links to health have
been established. More directly, it would be useful to characterize the physiological,
psychological, and social course of unforgiveness across time and to examine possible
links of person, course, and context factors to hypothesized health outcomes. We currently have no reliable means to distinguish between the prolonged initial reactions
to a transgression from the beginnings of unforgiveness. Nor do we know at what
point, in terms of chronicity and intensity, unforgiveness may endanger health. More
detailed, multidimensional, and time-structured means of assessing unforgiveness
would be helpful.

Hypothesis 2: Forgiveness Has Health Benefits Beyond Those Linked
to Reduced Unforgiveness
Toussaint et al. (2001) examined a national probability sample of 1,423 respondents
and found relationships between forgiveness of others and self-reports of mental and
physical health that varied by age. Specifically, forgiveness of others was more strongly
related to self-reported mental and physical health for middle-aged and elderly adults
than for young adults. Although intriguing, the cross-sectional nature of these data
makes claims regarding underlying mechanisms and causal relationships speculative.
Forgiveness, as noted, is commonly defi ned as a reduction of unforgiveness plus
an increase of positive states, such as empathy, compassion, or hope. At issue here is
whether these positive states add health benefits beyond those that may be associated
with unforgiveness reduction. First, we discuss the possible mechanisms through
which positive affect might be generally linked to better heath. Then we examine the
evidence that positive states cause better health. Finally, we discuss evidence that
forgiveness involves the affective experiences for which health consequences have
been implicated.
Mechanisms Thought Which Positive Affect May Benefit Health. Salovey, Rothman,
Detweiler, and Steward (2000) argue that positive affect may influence health through
several different paths: “(a) direct effects of positive affect on physiology, especially the immune system, (b) the information value of emotional experiences, (c) the
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psychological resources engendered by positive feeling states, (d) the ways in which
mood can motivate health-relevant behaviors, and (e) the elicitation of social support”
(p. 110). Fredrickson (1998) theorized that positive emotions serve to broaden one’s
momentary thought-action repertoire, which in turn has the effect of building physical, intellectual, and social resources. The majority of the explanatory models implied
by these authors posit mediators, such as increased health-related behaviors or social
integration, as critical to the production of health affects. Here we highlight examples
of research that bear on these notions.
Evidence That Positive Affect Impacts Health. Fredrickson and Levenson (1998)
found that certain positive emotions speed recovery from the cardiovascular sequelae
of negative emotions in the laboratory setting. Many studies have been conducted
examining associations between both positive affect and negative affect with blood
markers of immune functioning, especially secretory immunoglobulin A. The results
have been mixed (e.g., Futterman, Kemeny, Shapiro, & Fahey, 1994) but generally support the idea that positive affect enhances and negative affect compromises immune
functioning (e.g., Labott, Ahleman, Wolever, & Martin, 1990). As mentioned previously, evidence has linked forgiveness-related positive emotions to blood pressure
and skin conductance (Lawler et al., 2003; Witvliet et al., 2001).
Much less is known about the health (not just transient physiological reactions)
and long-term consequences of acute or habitual experiences of positive affect. Some
epidemiological evidence exists documenting a prospective association between positive affect and important long-term health outcomes, including mortality (e.g., Moskowitz, 2003). The links between health outcomes and personality characteristics,
such as optimism or hostility, may be mediated by the effects of positive and negative
emotions. Many gaps exist in our knowledge regarding the associations between positive affect and health, particularly the nature, frequency, duration, and intensity of
positive affect required to influence health risks.
Even if we knew that forgiveness-related positive affect was salubrious in certain
“doses,” we really do not know the emotion-related natural history of forgiveness. We
define people as forgiving if they increase in positive states, but it is unknown whether
these positive states are of an adequate frequency and intensity to influence health. We
suspect that a main-effect model (e.g., forgiveness-related compassion produces positive
health outcome) is unlikely to find support. More likely, increases in forgiveness-related
positive affect might influence health through more indirect means, such as most of
the mechanisms proposed by Salovey et al. (2000) and Fredrickson (1998). Currently,
research documenting the experience of forgiveness-related affect is limited by crude
instrumentation and infrequent and short-term assessment. Research that tests models
linking forgiveness-related affect to health outcomes through mediators such as health
behaviors or increased social networks could dramatically advance the field.
Conclusion Regarding Hypothesis 2. The nature and extent of positive states related to forgiveness remain unclear. More detailed assessment of the natural history of
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forgiveness-related positive states are needed before we can adequately test claims
regarding the health benefits of forgiveness beyond the reduction of unforgiveness.
Testing both the main and mediated effects of forgiveness—beyond those associated
with unforgiveness reduction—on health and disease will increase our knowledge
greatly.

Hypothesis 3: Forgiveness Interventions Have Produced Changes in Health
and Disease Outcomes When Evaluated in Randomized Trials
Ideally, forgiveness intervention studies would assess multiple dimensions of forgiveness, unforgiveness, and important health-related variables on frequent occasions for
extended periods of time. Furthermore, not only would the main effects of the intervention on these outcomes be explored, but the extent that intervention-related health
effects are mediated by unforgiveness reduction and/or increases in forgiveness-related
positive affect would be examined. In addition, forgiveness-intervention studies could
be conducted with patient samples to observe the effects of forgiveness training on medical course and status. These ideals have not been realized in the published literature,
but one dissertation study represents a step in the right direction (Waltman, 2003).
Waltman (2003) examined the psychological and physiological effects of a 10week forgiveness program with male coronary artery disease patients. Participants
were randomized either to an individual forgiveness intervention based on Enright’s
process model of forgiveness (n = 13) or to an individual 10-week support program
discussing the impact of heart disease on various aspects of life (n = 12). Measures
of forgiveness, anger, anxiety, and hope, as well as measures of myocardial perfusion, heart rate, and blood pressure, were taken for 17 participants at pretest, posttest, and 10-week follow-up. Participants also underwent nuclear heart scans at the
same measurement points after an anger recall task. Participants in the forgiveness
condition significantly improved on measures of forgiveness, state anger, and anger
reaction from pretest to posttest but only on forgiveness from pretest to follow-up, in
comparison with the support participants. No significant differences on physiological
measures were observed between groups from pretest to posttest, but from pretest to
follow-up, significant differences in reductions of anger-induced myocardial perfusion defects were found in favor of the forgiveness condition. If this study used a larger sample size, longer term of follow-up, and as a result were able to explore indirect
effects, it would represent the kind of research capable of producing evidence directly
linking forgiveness and health.
It is unusual but not completely unheard of for forgiveness intervention studies
to measure fear, hostility, or anger—hypothesized to be core components of unforgiveness—or hope, compassion, or empathy—hypothesized to be core components of
forgiveness. For example, Thoresen et al. (2001) reported significant treatment effects
measured at 4 months after intervention for trait anger and perceived stress in an
evaluation of a primarily cognitive behavioral forgiveness intervention consisting of
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six once-weekly, 90-minute sessions conducted in small, same-sex groups. They also
found the hypothesized effects on several dimensions of forgiveness (increased positive, reduced negative). Unfortunately, as with virtually all intervention trials to date,
no direct or longer term assessments measured important health or disease indicators.
Hopefully, future intervention studies will address these issues.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN THE AREA
Construct Refinement and Measurement
The advancement of forgiveness research depends on further refining relevant constructs and improving the means of assessing them. For example, different authors
have enumerated the components of unforgiveness and forgiveness-related affect differently. Definitions of forgiveness vary, as does the parsing of types of forgiveness.
Furthermore, no current assessment instrument or method captures the full complexity of these constructs. Even among the most established and multidimensional
instruments, such as the Enright Forgiveness Inventory, assessment of negative and
positive affect is kept at the general level. It is possible that several types of unforgiveness exist (e.g., angry, depressed, passive) that may have different effects on health
or may operate via different pathways. Worthington and Scherer (2004) have distinguished between decisional and emotional forgiveness, a useful distinction that has
yet to be incorporated into other forgiveness research. Because unforgiveness is defined as a delayed pattern of reactions, the time elapsed between the transgression
and reaction should be, but has never been, a part of unforgiveness assessment. In
other words, better understanding the nature as well as the extent of negative and
positive states is important to the future of forgiveness research.
Many authors have lamented the almost exclusive reliance of self-report, questionnaire-based measures in the assessment of forgiveness constructs, typically administered to the offended party on very few occasions spanning short time periods.
McCullough, Rachal, and Hoyt (2000) and Thompson and Synder (2003) elaborate
further on improvements in forgiveness measurement that are needed. Use of performance-based measures and gathering information from other sources are among the
possible advances.

Indirect Models
As Witvliet (2001) noted, there are most likely a host of person factors that influence
the nature of offense that is taken from a given interpersonal stimulus, the likelihood
of developing unforgiveness, as well as the nature and magnitude of the link between
unforgiveness, forgiveness, health, and disease. The exploration of moderator variables, such as ethnicity, educational level, income level, and personality style, within
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both longitudinal-observational studies and intervention studies will greatly advance
our knowledge of the natural history of both unforgiveness and forgiveness. In addition, as noted, mediational models of various forms should be tested (e.g., unforgiveness → substance use → illness, or optimism → forgiveness-related positive affect →
health outcome).

Long-Term Longitudinal Studies
Most disease and health processes unfold over time periods that exceed the typical
follow-up of forgiveness studies. Long-term longitudinal studies with frequent assessments could help clarify the typical course of harmful physiological states related to
unforgiveness. The long-term health risks associated with dispositional unforgiveness need to be documented. The potentially bidirectional, if not multidirectional, nature of the illness–unforgiveness relationship should be explored. The unique health
effects of unforgiveness reduction and forgiveness need to be clarified. The long-term
health impacts of forgiveness interventions should be tracked. The logistical and financial burdens of such studies are great, but so might be the rewards.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
We have stated here that although models exist positing plausible links from unforgiveness reduction and forgivingness-related positive states to health and disease, the
current state of evidence is indirect and suggestive at best. Therefore, we make several
recommendations and caveats regarding the clinical application of this literature:
1. Clinicians and researchers should not overstate claims about the nature of the
forgiveness–health association.
2. Current theory and empirical evidence suggest that many paths exist to unforgiveness reduction besides forgiveness. We know little about the costs and benefits of
these paths, and even less about interventions that might facilitate travel along
them. Other means of unforgiveness reduction deserve more research attention.
3. Very little attention has been given to potential downsides of forgiveness. When
might forgiveness be contraindicated, or what might be potential risks associated
with it? Is there such a thing as “premature forgiveness?”
4. All interventions occur within a cultural context. The meaning and perceived
value of forgiveness (or grudge holding) is largely culturally determined. What
it means to say “I have forgiven” may vary on average by gender, religious affiliation, spiritual perspective, ethnicity, geographical location, or other characteristics. Forgiveness may be valued or denigrated, may be viewed as an important
therapeutic goal or seen as making one weak or vulnerable. The multicultural
meanings of forgiveness are poorly understood.
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5. If unforgiveness reduction, especially through forgiveness, can be shown to reduce the risk of illness, then chronic unforgiveness might be assessed and treated
in the primary care setting. A patient’s tendency to be easily offended and grudgeharboring may also have implications for the patient-doctor relationship.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
This chapter focuses on forgiveness and unforgiveness as proximal to health outcomes.
However, given the prevailing proximal and causal perspective of almost all empirical studies, the more distal and indirect relationships linking forgiveness and health
are sorely in need of study. Another important area of future forgiveness research and
application is the recognition and treatment of unforgiveness that results from injury
(including crimes, terrorism, and war) and disease (e.g., HIV/AIDS, hepatitis), as well
as from interactions with the health care system (e.g., medical mistakes). Virtually
ignored are models in which health and disease variables (e.g., pain, HIV, injuries
from violent crimes or medical mistakes) are the kernel around which unforgiveness
grows. For example, U.S. Institute of Medicine (2000) estimates that 44,000–98,000
Americans die each year because of medical errors, and many more are nonfatally injured and disabled. The potential is great for the development of unforgiveness in patients surviving medical mistakes, as well as in their families and friends, and for the
development of self-unforgiveness in health care providers who are responsible for
these events. The stress of unforgiveness in these contexts may exacerbate the already
compromised health in surviving patients, may add additional burdens to family systems already under stress, and may impact the health and professional functioning of
the responsible health care providers.

CONCLUSIONS
The recent work linking unforgiveness and forgiveness to short-term physiological
variables provides a basis from which we can reasonably hypothesize, yet not conclude, that chronic and intense unforgiveness are health risks. Almost no direct evidence has been produced that tests this hypothesis. Distinctions between reducing
unforgiveness and promoting forgiveness and between state and dispositional unforgiveness are important theoretical developments that will allow researchers to posit
and test hypotheses of specific forgiveness and health relationships. We believe the
extensive stress-coping health literature provides a template for research in this area.
More precise construct defi nition and measurement, more fine-grained and long-term
assessment schedules, methodological pluralism (e.g., randomized trials, longitudinal observational studies, qualitative methods), and studying forgiveness within patient samples will greatly advance our understanding of links between unforgiveness,
forgiveness, health, and disease.
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Chapter Twenty

Forgiveness and Health in Persons
Living With HIV/AIDS
Lydia R. Temoshok
Rebecca L. Wald

T

he HIV/AIDS epidemic constitutes an unprecedented phenomenon affecting
not only health but all aspects of life for a person living with HIV/AIDS from
marriage and intimate relations to child-bearing and parenthood, to work and
social functioning, and to psychological and spiritual well-being. There is a large and
growing literature on psychosocial and spiritual aspects of cancer, which is probably
the disease most akin to HIV/AIDS in its inspiration of fear and its threat to life and
well-being. It may be said that perceptions of HIV/AIDS are much like perceptions
of cancer 50 years ago: a usually fatal, essentially incurable disease associated with
stigma and a sense of hopelessness. Since 1996, advances in treatment options with
combination therapies have improved the ability to treat a large proportion of HIVinfected individuals and significantly decrease mortality.
Unlike cancer, however, HIV is an infectious disease, transmissible by two of the
most intrinsic human forces—sexuality and procreation. The intense fear and stigma
surrounding transmission in these most intimate of human connections have cast
the multidimensional concept of forgiveness in a central role for those living with
HIV/AIDS and their loved ones. How does a person living with HIV or AIDS come to
terms with—and forgive—the person who infected him or her and with God or other
spiritual being who seemingly allowed this to happen? How does a person living with
HIV or AIDS come to terms with the natural desires for sexual intimacy with one’s
partner and fears that HIV may be transmitted to a loved one by this most natural
of acts? How does someone with HIV deal with the normal human goal to give life
and to see life continue through one’s children, and with the realistic fear that one’s
children may be born infected with HIV? How can a person living with HIV or AIDS
forgive himself or herself if a partner or child is infected through his or her own actions, even if not intentional? Forgiving the self for becoming infected with HIV in
the fi rst place is especially difficult if infection occurred through the doubly socially
stigmatized routes of sexual transmission in a same-sex relationship or transmission
through injecting illicit drugs. To the extent that language and metaphor often reveal
335
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deep mind-body connections, it may not be coincidental that one of the synonyms for
forgiveness is immunity and that to be forgiven is to be spared.

OUR THEORETICAL APPROACH TO FORGIVENESS
IN THE CONTEXT OF HIV/AIDS
Our understanding of the role of forgiveness in the lives of persons with HIV/AIDS
is located within a biopsychosocial framework (Temoshok, 2004b). The existing body
of theory and research on psychoneuroimmunology and HIV suggests that biological,
psychological, and behavioral factors interact in a complex manner to affect clinical
disease progression (Ader, Felten, & Cohen, 2000; Solomon, Kemeny, & Temoshok,
1991; Solomon & Temoshok, 1987). The main theoretical position of the fi rst author
is that more adaptive coping with stress—particularly the appropriate recognition
and expression of emotion—is a key factor contributing to immunological processes
that affect cancer and HIV outcomes (e.g., Temoshok, 1987, 1990a, 2000a, 2000b, 2002,
2004a; Temoshok & Dreher, 1992).
We hypothesize that the emotional and psychosocial consequences of forgiving
and feeling forgiven or the converse—unforgiving/feeling unforgiven—have psychosocial/behavioral and psychoneuroimmunological/biomedical consequences for
those infected with HIV, as well as other people they touch in their lives. The mechanisms by which psychosocial and spiritual factors could influence immunological
function and disease outcome for a specific disease entity such as HIV remain to be
defined. In Figure 20.1, we depict the hypothesized consequences of forgiving and
feeling forgiven along two interacting cascades of processes: psychoneuroimmunological and psychosocial/behavioral (cf. Temoshok, 1995).
The hypothesized emotional, behavioral, and biomedical consequences of not forgiving/feeling unforgiven are presented in Table 20.1, which depicts four increasingly
wider contexts for considering forgiveness and unforgiveness as multidimensional
concepts within the specific situation of individuals infected with HIV/AIDS. Within
each context, forgiveness or unforgiveness can be considered as a state or action emanating from the self or from others in relation to the self (i.e., forgiving vs. not forgiving and feeling forgiven vs. unforgiven). For the sake of simplicity, we have presented
the contexts and hypothesized consequences for the negative end of the forgiveness/
unforgiveness dimension.
Forgiving oneself is hypothesized to be associated with higher self-esteem and selfrespect, states associated with more positive health outcomes, in contradistinction to
states of guilt, self-hatred, and self-blame (Glaser, Rabin, Chesney, Cohen, & Natelson,
1999; Moulton, Sweet, & Temoshok, 1987). Low self-esteem has been associated with
maladaptive ways of dealing with stress, such as substance abuse, which is a contributor to HIV infection and other sexually transmitted diseases, as well as to disease progression because a person using drugs, particularly injecting drugs, is more susceptible
to bacterial infections and more likely to have poorer hygiene and nutrition.
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Forgiving and Feeling Forgiven

Psychosocial-Behavioral
Cascade

Psychoneuroimmunological
Cascade

Decreased stress, better
regulation of HPAC axis

Increased feelings of selfesteem and self-respect

Enhanced immune
functioning

More adaptive
coping behaviors

Enhanced HIV immunoregulatory mechanisms

Increased social support,
better communication with
health care providers, partners

Better treatment response,
control of HIV

Increased treatment adherence,
increased sexual responsibility

Better health outcomes
FIGURE 20.1.
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TABLE 20.1.

Contexts of Forgiveness for HIV/AIDS

Emotional
Contexts of feeling
and psychosocial
unforgiven/unforgiving consequences

Behavioral
consequences

Biomedical
consequences

Intrapersonal

Low self-esteem,
Self-destructive
guilt, helplessness,
behaviors (e.g., drug
self-blame, depression and alcohol abuse)

Increased stress,
immune dysfunction,
disease progression

Interpersonal

Anger, resentment,
lack of empathy,
feeling unloved

Coinfection with
other viruses (STDs);
HIV “superinfection”;
HIV transmission

Irresponsible sexual
behaviors, transmission risk behaviors

Health care system
Mistrust
and medical providers

Poor patient–provider Treatment failure;
communication; poor disease progression
adherence to medical
regimens/recommendations

Spiritual

Suicidal thoughts/
Multisystem
behaviors, homicidal breakdown (mental,
thoughts/actions,
biological, and social)
isolation, withdrawal

Hopelessness,
alienation, despair

Note: Adapted from Temoshok & Chandra, 2000.

In the interpersonal context, a person who is able to forgive others and let go of
unproductive feelings of anger, bitterness, resentment, or disappointment will probably be able to seek and receive social support more easily and effectively from others. Social support has been shown to be a key factor in maintaining good health in
general and is particularly relevant for people living with HIV/AIDS, who often feel
shunned or rejected by friends, family members, or society at large (Solomon et al.,
1991; Zich & Temoshok, 1987).
The trusting and open, mutually forgiving communications that help maintain social relations with friends and family also apply to relations with medical providers.
Hope, as a critical ingredient in biopsychosocial processes that result in recovery and
healing, is a fragile product of verbal and nonverbal provider-patient communications
and can easily turn into hopelessness and despair (e.g., Temoshok, 1996). Mistrust of
medical systems and of information about HIV/AIDS promulgated by government agencies is unfortunately prevalent in disadvantaged and alienated groups (Temoshok &
Chandra, 2000). This is especially true in some African-American communities whose
leaders may remind them of the infamous Tuskegee medical study that observed the
course of untreated syphilis in poor, largely African-American research “volunteers”
(Temoshok, 1997). We hypothesize that mistrust of medical systems and bitter, unforgiving attitudes toward mainstream medicine for not finding a cure or effective HIV/AIDS
treatment will lead to missed appointments and poorer adherence to the HIV medications that must be taken with over 95% accuracy to prevent the development of the
drug-resistant virus (e.g., Bartlett & Gallant, 2003). Thus, not forgiving one’s medical
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providers and larger medical systems or feeling unforgiven for having contracted a stigmatized disease can exacerbate a cycle of mistrust, poor patient-provider communication, and withdrawal that can result in treatment failure and disease progression.
In the biomedical realm, being able to “forgive and forget,” to let go of angry
thoughts and feelings, may have physiological concomitants in being able to return
inappropriately hyperaroused physiological systems back to more normal levels of
homeostasis (Besedovsky, Herberman, Temoshok, & Sendo, 1996; Temoshok, 1990b,
1991, 2000a, 2002). Forgiveness is hypothesized to be associated with physiological relaxation and autonomic homeostasis, following the paradigm established in a
study of physiological patterns associated with long-term survival in men with AIDS
(O’Leary et al., 1989; Solomon, Temoshok, O’Leary, & Zich, 1987).
We postulate that being unforgiving or feeling unforgiven keep mental and physiological processes operating in a spiraling feedback loop of hyperarousal in the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal-cortical axis. Well-functioning nervous and immune
systems are able to respond appropriately to stimuli or antigens—neither over- nor
underreacting—and to return to a “resting level” that helps maintain an organism’s
basic integrity and growth (Temoshok, 2000a, 2002). Additionally, it is hypothesized
that a “masked” forgiveness response that covers one’s true feelings of unforgiveness
will not resolve forgiveness events or dilemmas and will result in autonomic arousal
and inappropriate immune activation (Temoshok, 2003a).
This cascade of biopsychosocial events is analogous to the processes theorized
to underlie the negative health effects of the Type C pattern, which has been shown
to be associated with worse health outcomes in malignant melanoma as well as HIV
(Temoshok, 2003b, 2004c; Temoshok & Dreher, 1992). Type C proclivities include not
recognizing that anything is wrong internally or externally (and letting stressful or
problematic situations continue unaddressed and resolved), presenting a pleasant
façade to the world and not expressing needs or feelings—particularly anger.

REVIEW OF THE RELEVANT THEORETICAL
AND EMPIRICAL RESEARCH
In studies across a number of diseases, evidence is accumulating to suggest that psychosocial dimensions of quality of life, particularly hope (or its converse, hopelessness), perceived social support (or its converse, isolation and social inhibition), and
fighting spirit (or its converse, resignation), can have striking effects on disease susceptibility as well as on recovery and survival time for persons with cancer, AIDS,
and heart disease (Denollet et al., 1996; Greer, Morris, Pettingale, & Haybittle, 1990;
Miller & Cole, 1998; Temoshok, 1985, 1993). Depression, life stress, and distress have
been shown to be associated with poorer health outcomes in HIV (e.g., Balbin, Ironson, & Solomon, 1999; Evans et al., 1997; Ironson et al., 1994; Kemeny & Dean, 1995;
Leserman et al., 2000; Lyketsos et al., 1993; Patterson et al., 1995; Vassend, Eskild, &
Halvorsen, 1997). The inappropriate and maladaptive nonexpression, suppression, or
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repression of emotions as the theorized pathogenic core of the Type C coping style
(Temoshok, 2003b, 2004c) has been related to exacerbation of HIV and other immunologically mediated diseases (e.g., Cole, Kemeny, Taylor, Visscher, & Fahey, 1996; Mulder, 1994; Mulder, Antoni, Duivenvoorden, Kauffmann, & Goodkin, 1995; Nyklicek,
Temoshok, & Vingerhoets, 2004; Solano et al., 1993; Solano et al., 2002; Solomon &
Temoshok, 1987; Temoshok, 1985, 1991, 2003).
The effects of spirituality and of forgiveness more specifically on health outcomes
have not been well studied, but an important recent study in Australia showed that
self-reported or perceived religiousness was an independent and statistically significant protective factor for colorectal cancer in a population-based study of 715 colorectal cancer patients and matched community controls (Kune, Kune, & Watson, 1993).
Concealment of homosexual identity may be related to multiple contexts of forgiveness, including concerns about social rejection (interpersonal unforgiveness), condemnation from religious communities (spiritual unforgiveness), and internalized
feelings of guilt or shame (intrapersonal unforgiveness). HIV-positive men who conceal their homosexual identity have been found to have quicker disease progression,
lower CD4+ counts (which indicate more HIV-related damage to the immune system),
more symptoms of depression, and less social support (Ullrich, Lutgendorf, & Stapleton, 2003).
Nondisclosure of HIV status is directly related to fears of judgment and rejection by
important social others; in other words, the fear that one’s HIV status or circumstances
of infection will be viewed as unforgivable in an interpersonal context. Persons with
HIV who feel unable to disclose their status to important others have been found to
have increased rates of depression (Armistead, Morse, Forehand, Morse, & Clark, 1999)
and a poorer quality of life (Chandra, Deepthivarma, Jairam, & Thomas, 2003). HIV-related stigma may be experienced from important social others or may be internalized
as shame, or intrapersonal unforgiveness. Internalized stigma has been associated with
a greater use of avoidant coping and a decreased use of active coping, both of which
in turn are strongly related to depression (Demarco, 1999), and has also been linked
directly to depression, hopelessness, and anxiety (Lee, Kochman, & Sikkema, 2003).
Lee et al. (2003) found that a high level of internalized HIV stigma is associated with
a sense of HIV-related rejection (or unforgiveness) from important others. Perceived
stigma from others is associated with chronic depression among HIV-positive persons
(Lichtenstein, Laska, & Clair, 2002) and poorer utilization of health care (Chesney &
Smith, 1999; Lee et al., 2003; Reece, 2003). Chesney and Smith (1999) reported that perceptions of HIV-related stigma may result in underutilization of HIV testing services by
high-risk populations and delayed treatment in infected individuals, with both factors
contributing to the spread of the epidemic. Thus, stigma (interpersonal unforgiveness)
may have a profound negative impact on public health, in addition to having a negative
psychological and physical impact on the stigmatized individual.
There is growing evidence that preventing further spread of HIV in families, partners, and communities is highly correlated with psychological and spiritual dimensions of quality of life (Temoshok & the WHOQOL Group, 1997). For example, anxiety
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and depression can exacerbate problems of addiction and substance use, which, in turn,
increase the risk of HIV transmission (e.g., Nannis, Philipson, & Temoshok, 1993). Fostering a sense of altruism and taking responsibility for protecting loved ones from infection have been discussed as ways to decrease HIV transmission to others and decelerate
the rate of epidemic spread (Bayer, 1996; Temoshok & Patterson, 1996).
We conducted a partial test of our theoretical model of forgiveness and health
among a sample of 131 adult patients in an inner-city HIV clinic in Baltimore, Maryland. Participants who rated themselves as more similar to forgiving vignettes and
less similar to unforgiving vignettes (methods are described in more detail in the
next section) reported fewer depressive symptoms as well as fewer current life stressors, and the stressors they reported were rated as being of lower severity (Wald &
Temoshok, 2004a). On the World Health Organization’s (WHO) Quality of Life (QOL)
measure (WHOQOL), both global QOL and health QOL were significantly correlated
with global vignette forgiveness scores. Thus, forgiveness was broadly associated with
more positive psychological functioning and greater life satisfaction. These results
remained significant after controlling for religious involvement, a factor that has also
been associated in many health-related studies with lower rates of depression and
higher quality of life.
Forgiveness was also found to be significantly related to critical health behaviors.
Of the 91 patients who were prescribed antiretroviral medications, feeling unforgiven
by important others was associated with significantly more missed doses of medication in the previous week. Because near-perfect adherence is required for successful
treatment of HIV, these participants were at a substantially increased risk of treatment
failure and hastened disease progression. Better patient-provider communication was
the most significant factor predicting better adherence (Wald & Temoshok, 2004b).
In this same study, participants who identified more strongly with those vignette
characters who were more forgiving of the people who infected them were significantly less likely to have unprotected sex, indicating that participants who were able
to forgive those who infected them were more likely to take steps to protect others
from infection (Wald & Temoshok, 2004a). Thus, forgiveness was found in this study
to have positive health consequences for both the individual and society at large.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS AND PERSONAL
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES
To our knowledge, most measures of forgiveness in the psychological literature have
concentrated on the interpersonal context, with only a handful focused on self-forgiveness (see chapter 10 by Tangney, Boone, & Dearing and chapter 11 by Mullet, Neto, and
Rivière). We believe that assessing forgiveness in the spiritual, community, or health
care contexts, as we have outlined theoretically in Table 20.1 and implemented empirically in our research on HIV/AIDS (Temoshok & Chandra, 2000; Wald & Temoshok,
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2004a, 2004b), widens the scope of considering forgiveness and potentially increases
the opportunity to reveal relationships with a number of different constructs.
Such a comprehensive approach, however, entails the danger of respondent burden by having multiple measures, as well as the validity of self-report assessment of
value-laden constructs. The fi rst author was similarly challenged in the mid-1980s to
come up with a more valid method than self-report to assess the Type C coping style
(Temoshok & Dreher, 1992), which is highly correlated with social desirability (Kneier
& Temoshok, 1984; Temoshok et al., 1985). This was a conundrum because respondents can hardly be expected to report accurately on emotions and thoughts of which
they are not conscious or those they are inclined to report positively.
To address this Type C assessment problem, the fi rst author devised the Vignette
Similarity Rating method, in which respondents are asked to rate (on scales of 1–5
or 1–10) how similar or dissimilar they are to the person in each vignette, who is described as thinking, feeling, and behaving in ways that depict someone who is avoiding
or repressing awareness of problematic emotions or thoughts and focusing instead on
what other people may be feeling or needing and how to please these others. Because
the vignettes are about other people, being asked to rate similarity to their emotions
and behaviors (rather than rating directly one’s own emotions and behaviors) appears
to circumvent or minimize defensiveness about reporting socially less desirable states
and behaviors. Vignettes may be tailored to use language and other details specific
to a given culture or population. This vignette method has been shown to be more
successful than self-report measures at capturing the complex emotional, cognitive,
interpersonal, and behavioral coping proclivities inherent in the Type C construct, is
much more accepted and liked by study participants (good face validity), and yields
significant predictors (indicating high predictive validity) of health outcomes, such as
HIV progression (Solano et al., 1993, Solano et al., 2002; Temoshok, 2003b, 2004c).
For our research on forgiveness in people living with HIV/AIDS, the authors have
constructed and validated a series of forgiveness vignettes, using the Vignette Similarity Rating method described above (Wald & Temoshok, 2004a, 2004b). Our instrument presents respondents with 12 scenarios depicting forgiveness and unforgiveness
for the different contexts depicted in Table 20.1 (intrapersonal, interpersonal, health
care system, and spiritual). It asks them to rate their degree of similarity to each
vignette’s main character. Vignettes were written in terms of forgiving, unforgiving,
feeling forgiven, and feeling unforgiven for each of these contexts. Thus, we have
made no theoretical assumptions about bipolarity (i.e., a hypothetical forgiving-unforgiving dimension or a feeling forgiven-feeling unforgiven dimension), allowing for
real-life complexity.
We have found excellent respondent acceptance of the vignettes and generally
very quick identification or nonidentification with the character in the vignette (“I’m
just like that person!” or “That is no way like me!”), as well as more nuanced responses (“I’m like her in some ways but not others; but it’s closer to being like her, so I’ll rate
this “8”). All respondents preferred the vignette method over self-report questionnaires (e.g., of religiousness or forgiveness). From our data analyses, it was apparent
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that social desirability was still somewhat a problem, in that individuals who were
more Type C also tended to report they were more forgiving and felt more forgiven—a
hallmark of the Type C style. Our data suggest, however, that this is less of a problem
for the vignette method than for the more transparent self-report measures.
Our future research on assessment in this arena will focus on fi ne-tuning less
socially desirable traits and actions of unforgiving characters in vignettes to make it
easier for strong Type C copers to recognize and report that they are like these characters. We will also work on validating vignettes to capture “masked forgiveness” (in
which the person is more or less conscious about presenting a façade of not truly or
genuinely felt forgiveness), as well as “premature forgiveness” (in which the person
does not work through the stages and processes of forgiveness but jumps to an unsteady state of incomplete but reported forgiveness).

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
Clinical Case Example 1
Mr. A was a 38-year-old African American with advanced AIDS, which he had contracted through homosexual behavior. Since early childhood, he was verbally abused
and rejected by his father and older brothers over what they perceived to be his effeminacy. He came to regard his homosexuality as a profound moral flaw that had
marked him for a lifetime of punishment, in which familial rejection and infection
with HIV both played a part. A deeply religious Christian, Mr. A sought comfort from
religion but did not feel that it was possible for God to forgive him. He was ambivalent
about survival, neglecting to take his HIV medicines and sometimes expressing the
belief that it would be better for him to die. With extensive psychotherapy focused on
changing Mr. A’s perception of himself as unforgiven and unforgivable, Mr. A began
to see himself as worthy of life. Although multidrug resistance caused by his years
of nonadherence meant that his HIV could not be brought under control, he became
diligent about self-care and was adherent to all aspects of his medical regimen. He
lived almost a year longer than his doctors predicted, and at the time of his death he
felt accepted by himself and by God.

Clinical Case Example 2
Ms. S was a 50-year-old African American who had been infected with HIV by her unfaithful husband. Although Ms. S’s physical health remained stable over the 10 years
following her infection, lingering anger and resentment directed at her husband, now
deceased, caused her substantial psychological distress. She spent much of her time ruminating over the circumstances of how she was betrayed and the unfairness of her situation. Gradually, her resentment toward her husband developed into a more generally
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hostile attitude toward other people. She had difficulty making emotional connections
to other persons with HIV, feeling that her situation differed from theirs because she
“didn’t do anything wrong” to become infected, and adopted a combative and suspicious
attitude toward service providers. She felt that her suffering entitled her to services and
benefits, and she became angrily defensive if her need for services was questioned or
if she discovered that someone else was given benefits she did not receive. In moments
of insight, Ms. S acknowledged that her lingering grudge against her deceased husband
impaired her present chances for happiness; however, she was unwilling to consider
the possibility of forgiving someone who had wronged her so greatly.
The stories of Mr. A and Ms. S reflect some facets of the powerful role that forgiveness and unforgiveness play in the lives of persons with HIV and AIDS. Individuals
often struggle with questions of guilt and self-forgiveness as they come to terms with
the role that their own choices and risk behaviors (e.g., intravenous drug use) have
played in their illness. They wrestle with concerns about God’s forgiveness and with
feelings of anger and unforgiveness toward God. Often, as their disease progresses,
they find themselves unable to free themselves from lingering feelings of anger and
resentment toward the person who infected them, family members who are rejecting
or unsupportive, or medical personnel who are unable to cure them. Thus, among
persons with HIV/AIDS, forgiveness represents an important concept across multiple
intra- and interpersonal contexts, and an individual may simultaneously experience
the roles of victim and transgressor in different social relationships. These factors add
considerable complexity to the task of conducting forgiveness-related research and
clinical interventions with this population.

CONCLUSIONS
In patients with most organic medical disorders, functional health status is strongly
influenced by coping skills and social support, yet it has been argued that the mental,
emotional, and behavioral dimensions of illness are typically neglected by predominant medical approaches (Sobel, 1995). By helping patients manage not just their disease but also common underlying needs for spiritual meaning, including forgiveness,
quality of life as well as health outcomes for the self and loved ones can be markedly
improved and at significantly lower costs than when medical interventions alone are
used. To the extent that quality of life (well-being across multiple dimensions) and
quantity of life (surviving longer) are not only highly correlated but mutually enhancing, it would be important to develop interventions aimed at enhancing quality of life,
including the significant dimensions of forgiving and feeling forgiven, and to evaluate
the extent to which both quality and quantity of life improve.
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Chapter Twenty-One

Theoretical and Empirical
Connections Between Forgiveness,
Mental Health, and Well-Being
Loren Toussaint
Jon R. Webb

I

n this chapter, we review theoretical and empirical studies of forgiveness and
mental health. Mental health variables are defi ned, consistent with the DSM-IV
(American Psychiatric Association, 1994), and may include symptoms of disorders (e.g., depression) or actual disorders (e.g., major depression). Studies that include
relevant mental health variables, such as nonspecific psychological distress and life
satisfaction/well-being, are also included.1 The focus of this chapter is to understand
connections between forgiveness and mental health, broadly defi ned, and critically
to examine the state of our knowledge in terms of the potentially salutary effects of
forgiveness on mental health and well-being.
Considering mental health correlates and outcomes of forgiveness is important for
at least four reasons. First, unforgiveness is often a core component of stress resulting
from an interpersonal offense, and stress is associated with decreased mental health.
Second, unforgiveness resulting from intrapersonal transgressions may increase levels of guilt, shame, and regret that in turn negatively impact one’s mental health. Forgiveness may be one way of coping with interpersonal and intrapersonal stress in a
fashion that promotes positive adjustment. Third, the cost of mental illness to society
is enormous. For instance, in 1996 alone, direct costs exceeded $80 billion (U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1999). Fourth, mental health is often linked
to physical health, and as such, mental illness may increase costs of physical health
care. To the extent that forgiveness can be shown to ameliorate negative mental health
consequences of interpersonal and intrapersonal offenses, it will become increasingly
recognized as a viable means of treatment and an important protective variable.
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PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
A widely accepted definition of forgiveness has been hard to identify. Perhaps this
is the result of the many differing contexts in which forgiveness issues arise; hence,
most definitions are context specific. Forgiveness may involve oneself (Hall & Fincham, in press), others (Enright, Freedman, & Rique, 1998), God (Exline, Yali, & Lobel,
1999), families (DiBlasio & Proctor, 1993), or entire societies and cultures (Sandage,
Hill, & Vang, 2003). Given the broad array of contexts in which forgiveness issues may
arise and the multiplicity of factors likely involved, a single, comprehensive defi nition of forgiveness has remained elusive.
We believe that the key to identifying a more unifying definition of forgiveness
lies in building a more comprehensive understanding of the construct. In concurrence with Enright and the Human Development Study Group (1991), we believe that
forgiveness should be conceptualized as a multidimensional construct that contains
dimensions of affect, behavior, and cognition. We further underscore important distinctions that have been made regarding different targets (i.e., oneself, others, God)
and methods of forgiveness (i.e., offering, feeling, or seeking; Enright & the Human
Development Study Group, 1996; Pingleton, 1989; Sandage, Worthington, Hight, &
Berry, 2000).
Our defi nition builds from previous work and is multidimensional and comprehensive. Trait forgiveness involves a tendency to offer, feel, or seek changes from negative to positive cognitions, behaviors, and affect pertaining to offenders that include
oneself, others, and God. State forgiveness involves a process of offering, feeling, or
seeking a change from negative to positive cognitions, behaviors, and affect pertaining
to specific offenses that are perceived to be perpetrated by oneself, others, or God.
Further, we believe that important, distinctive, and core components of the definition of forgiveness that separate it from other forms of adjustment and coping include motivational and volitional factors. As such, we believe that forgiveness is an
internal process undertaken by the victim (Worthington, Sandage, & Berry, 2000),
which does not require retribution (Rosenak & Harnden, 1992), restitution (Wahking,
1992), reconciliation, or a return to vulnerability by the victim, yet reserves the right
to retain accountability from the offender (Enright et al., 1998).

REVIEW OF THE THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
Theoretical Literature
Interest in the psychological and theological understanding of forgiveness has resulted in numerous publications on the topic. We restrict our review to the work we feel
has good potential for guiding future empirical work through the development of conceptual models grounded in sound psychological theory and research. A particularly
useful conceptual model was proposed by Worthington, Berry, and Parrott (2001). They
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conceptualize the interplay between forgiveness and health as involving both direct
and indirect relationships. Worthington et al. (2001) outline a model of forgiveness
and general health, but because of the comprehensive nature of the model, we believe
it to be equally applicable to issues of mental health as well. Furthermore, additional
insight regarding these relationships is gained through understanding underlying developmental and attributional processes of forgiveness.
Direct Effect. The direct effect of forgiveness on mental health (see Figure 21.1) can
be described in terms of unforgiveness, through rumination, and involving the emotions of resentment, bitterness, hatred, hostility, residual anger, and fear (Worthington
et al., 2001). Left unaddressed, negative emotions can lead to significant mental health

B
– Social Support
– Interpersonal Functioning
– Health Behavior

– Personal Control
– Rumination

A

C

Forgiveness

Mental Health

Unforgiveness

– Developmental Stage

D
FIGURE 21.1. Effect of Forgiveness on Mental Health
Note. Adapted from Worthington et al. (2001); dotted lines represent modifications to the model.
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problems. There are many ways to address unforgiveness, including retaliation, revenge, justice, denial, and forgiveness (Worthington & Wade, 1999). Forgiveness
involves the contamination or prevention of unforgiveness with strong, positive, lovebased emotions (Worthington et al., 2001). When describing the emotions of forgiveness and unforgiveness, Worthington et al. (2001) are careful to point out that these
are not just subjective feelings, but like all emotions, involve a variety of physiological
processes. It is through these physiological changes that forgiveness may likely have
its direct effect on mental health and well-being.
Indirect Effect. Forgiveness is likely to promote mental health indirectly (see Figure 21.1) through variables such as social support, interpersonal functioning, and
health behavior (Temoshok & Chandra, 2000; Worthington et al., 2001). These mediating variables are commonly associated with improved mental health (Bausell, 1986;
Mohr, Averna, Kenny, & Del Boca, 2001; Saltzman & Holahan, 2002). Worthington et
al. (2001) propose that forgiveness is positively related to these mediating variables
that in turn are positively related to mental health.
On closer examination, the relationship between forgiveness and mental health
may be viewed as indirect in all cases. Although the indirect effect described above
is clear, the direct effect described above, in actuality, is thought to operate through
rumination and its connection to a variety of negative emotions. However, it may
still be helpful to keep the distinction between direct and indirect effects. Because
lack of rumination appears to be an underlying determinant of the ability to forgive
(see McCullough, 2000), it may go hand in hand with forgiveness and thus may not
be a mediating factor. Social support, interpersonal functioning, and health behavior
seem less likely to be intertwined with the ability to forgive and thus more likely to
be clear mediators.
Developmental Process. Much work has been completed in describing the developmental process of forgiveness. Enright et al. (1998) provide a summary of 20 steps or
units of forgiveness and divide the process into four broad phases: uncovering, decision, work, and deepening. Uncovering refers to the awareness of the problem and
emotional pain following an offense, including anger and insight. Decision includes
realizing the need for an alternate resolution. Work includes processes such as reframing, empathy, and acceptance of pain. Deepening includes finding meaning and
universality. It is carefully pointed out that the overall process of forgiveness is not
likely to be linear (i.e., an orderly progression between steps).
Depending on one’s stage of progression through the developmental process of
forgiveness, the relationship between forgiveness and mental health may vary. In the
earliest stages of the process (i.e., uncovering and decision), forgiveness may actually
be related to poorer mental health. As one works through the later phases (i.e., work
and deepening), the effects of forgiveness should become more beneficial. In this way,
the developmental stage may act as a moderator of the forgiveness and mental health
relationship (see Figure 21.1).
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Attributional Process. The ability to forgive is thought to be positively associated
with personal control in one’s life (Benson, 1992; Hope, 1987) and the restoration of a
sense of personal power (McCullough & Worthington, 1994). Evidence is beginning to
emerge in support of this relationship (Witvliet, Ludwig, & Vander Laan, 2001). Internal locus of control, or perceived personal control, refers to an expectation that outcomes are influenced by one’s actions (Peterson, Maier, & Seligman, 1993). As such,
Coleman (1998) describes a paradoxical relationship between control and forgiveness.
One often feels a loss of control when offended and perceives that unforgiveness will
enable control to be regained. Over time, unforgiveness actually prevents one from
exercising control by continuing to consume (e.g., through rumination) the individual
with negative emotions. Given the connection between forgiveness and personal control and the connection between perceptions of control and mental health (Shapiro,
Schwartz, & Astin, 1996), it appears that an important indirect pathway from forgiveness to mental health involves perceived personal control (see Figure 21.1).

Empirical Literature
A small number of correlational, experimental, and intervention studies make up
the empirical literature on forgiveness and mental health. Although this literature is
small in size, the findings from these studies suggest an important role of forgiveness
in mental health and psychological well-being. Correlational studies make up the
majority of investigations, followed by intervention studies. Finally, only one study
was identified that experimentally examined forgiveness and psychological well-being. Correlational studies will be reviewed fi rst. Intervention studies will be reviewed
second. The experimental study will be reviewed last.
Correlational Studies. Thirteen studies that directly examine the relationships between forgiveness and mental health and well-being were identified. Examining these
studies (see Table 21.1) reveals interesting characteristics. Seven of the studies rely on
undergraduate samples, and six studies utilized other samples from community- and
clinic-based settings. College-student samples are convenient and easily accessible,
but they come with inherent generalizability issues and other limitations that are
particularly important for forgiveness research (i.e., restrictions in age, type of hurt,
mental health status). Hence, it is encouraging to find that various populations have
been sampled at this early stage of development in the field, and results are consistent
across studies using varied samples.
Dimensions of forgiveness that are assessed in relation to mental health have been
limited. Although all studies included measures of forgiveness of others, only six
included measures of forgiveness of self. Only three studies included measures assessing forgiveness of or by God. Only one study assessed seeking forgiveness. Further, most studies assessed forgiveness at the trait level (10 of 13 studies). Only three
studies assessed forgiveness as a state. Trait forgiveness was shown to be associated
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Studies Reporting Correlations Between Forgiveness and Mental Health
Sample (N; number I;
MAge; population)
Associations

Berry &
Worthington
(2001)

39; 20; 23; undergrads Forgiveness positively related to global mental
health (r = .52).

Brown (2003)

70; 32; 22.6; undergrads Forgiveness negatively related to depression (r = –.34).

Exline et al.,
(1999)

200; 140; 19.7;
undergrads

Kendler et al.
(2003)

2,621 twin pairs from Forgiveness related to less nicotine dependence and
Virginia Twin Registry less drug abuse or dependence. Low vengefulness
related to less major depression, generalized anxiety, phobia, and bulimia nervosa (ORs = .53 to .90).

Difficulty forgiving God and self positively related to
depression and anxiety (rs .21 to .31). Difficulty forgiving others positively related to anxiety (r = .16).

Krause & Ellison 1,316; 763; 74.5;
(2003)
older adults

Forgiveness of others negatively related to depressive affect, depressive somatic symptoms, and death
anxiety, and positively to life satisfaction. Forgiveness by God negatively related to depressive affect
and positively to life satisfaction (|βs| = .07 to .22).

Maltby,
Macaskill, &
Day (2001)

324; 224; 22;
undergrads

Unforgiveness of self and others positively related
to depression and anxiety (rs = .16 to .27).

Mauger et al.
(1992)

237; outpatient clients Unforgiveness of self and others positively related
in counseling
to depression and anxiety (rs = .16 to .56).

McCullough et al. 91; 55; undergrads
(2001)

State unforgiveness not related to life satisfaction
cross-sectionally or longitudinally.

Rye et al. (2001)

State forgiveness (rs = .21 to .40) but not trait forgiveness positively related to existential well-being.

328; 222; 19.2;
undergrads

Seybold, Hill,
68; 22; 46; community Unforgiveness of self and others positively related
Neumann, & Chi residents
to depression, state anxiety, and trait anxiety (rs =
(2001)
.49 to .77).
Subkoviak et al.
(1995)

394; 204; 22.1 (50%;
State forgiveness negatively related to state anxiety
undergrads)/49.6 (50%; (rs = –.28 to –.60).
same-gender parent)

Toussaint et al.
(2001)

1,423; nationally
representative probability sample of U.S.
adults

Forgiveness of oneself and others negatively related
to psychological distress and positively related to
life satisfaction. Seeking forgiveness positively related to distress and negatively related to life satisfaction. Associations vary by age (|βs| = .13 to .42).

Witvliet et al.
(2004)

213; 0; 50.8; veterans
with PTSD

Unforgiveness of oneself positively related to PTSD,
depression and anxiety. Unforgiveness of others positively related to PTSD and depression (βs = .16 to .28).

Note: I = female; r = Pearson correlation; β = standardized regression coefficient; OR = odds ratio; |βs|
= absolute value of standardized regression coefficient; all forgiveness/unforgiveness measures are dispositional unless otherwise indicated.
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with mental health in nine of the ten studies. Of the three studies incorporating state
forgiveness measures, two showed associations with mental health. More needs to be
learned about different types and state-trait considerations of forgiveness in its relation to mental health.
Assessment of mental health outcomes in relation to forgiveness has generally
been limited to depression, anxiety, broadly defi ned mental health, and broadly defined well-being. Nevertheless, findings within this limited range of outcomes appear
quite consistent. Nine of thirteen studies examined depression, and all nine showed
expected associations with forgiveness. Eight of thirteen examined anxiety, and again
all eight showed expected associations with forgiveness. Five of thirteen examined
overall mental health and/or well-being, and four of these studies showed expected
associations. Other mental health outcomes have received less attention. Only two
studies (Kendler et al., 2003; Witvliet, Phipps, Feldman, & Beckham, 2004) exist where
variables such as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), phobia, panic, and substance
abuse have been considered. Findings from these studies suggest that the connections
of forgiveness to mental health reach beyond only depression and anxiety.
The contexts in which forgiveness and mental health have been assessed are limited. For instance, forgiveness and mental health in the context of other health concerns
(e.g., traumatic injury, alcoholism, combat-related PTSD) are beginning to receive attention (Hart, 1999; Toussaint & Webb, 2003; Webb, Kalpakjian, & Toussaint, 2003; Webb,
Robinson, Brower, & Zucker, 2003; Witvliet et al., 2004), but much more work remains
to be done. Many hurts and offenses may be considered traumatic, and the relationship
between forgiveness and mental health in the context of traumatic injury or illness
should also be examined. Alcohol and substance abuse disorders are often co-morbid
with other mental disorders, and these outcomes should also receive further attention.
In addition to using assessments of symptoms, it would also be worthwhile to use diagnostic mental health outcome variables that have been verified by a structured clinical
interview (e.g., SCID-I; First, Spitzer, Gibbon, & Williams, 1997).
Generally speaking, this small body of literature reveals a relationship between
forgiveness and mental health. However, there is a great deal of variability with regard to the magnitude of these associations. Associations have been reported as small
as .20 and as large as .70 or greater. An important task is to understand what factors
account for such variability. For instance, factors such as age and type of forgiveness
have been shown to have an impact, but much remains to be learned here.
Intervention Studies. Four empirical reports of forgiveness interventions examining
mental health variables were identified in the literature (see Part IV for further discussion of forgiveness interventions). A close examination of these four studies (see Table
21.2) reveals that the effect of forgiveness intervention on mental health (i.e., anxiety
and depression) is anything but definitive. Three of the four studies show mixed support for the hypothesis that forgiveness has a positive effect on mental health. However, evidence from intervention studies is qualified by a number of factors at present.
First, sample sizes are small. Second, intervention protocols differ widely in terms
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of length and content. Third, anxiety and depression are the only mental health outcomes assessed. Fourth, very specific transgressions (e.g., incest) have been addressed
in these studies, so findings likely are not generalizable to other offenses. Apropos,
future work should (a) use larger samples, (b) examine the same intervention across
different types of offense, (c) examine different interventions within the same type of
offense, and (d) broaden the assessment of mental health.
TABLE 21.2.

Studies of the Effect of Forgiveness Interventions on Mental Health

Study

Sample

Intervention

Outcomes

General fi ndings

Al-Mabuk,
Enright, &
Cardis (1995)
Studies 1 & 2

N1 = 48 (I = 37);
N2 = 45 (I = 29);
MAge = 20; lovedeprived undergraduates

Study 1:
4 sessions,
2 weeks
Study 2:
6 sessions,
6 weeks

Depression
and anxiety

Study 2 yielded improvements in trait anxiety but
not state anxiety or
depression

Coyle & Enright N = 10 (I = 0);
(1997)
MAge = 28; hurt by
abortion decision
of partner

12 sessions,
12 weeks,
90-minute
sessions

State anxiety Intervention yielded
improvements in state
anxiety

Freedman &
Enright (1996)

N = 12 (I = 12);
MAge = 36; incest
survivors

17 units,
average 14.3
months,
60-minute
sessions held
weekly

State and
Intervention yielded
trait anxiety; improvements in anxiety
depression
and depression

Hebl & Enright
(1993)

N = 24 (I = 24);
MAge = 74.5

8 sessions,
8 weeks,
60-minute
sessions

State and
Improvements in anxiety
trait anxiety; and depression not attribdepression
utable to intervention

Note:

I = female.

Experimental Study. Karremans, Van Lange, Ouwerkerk, and Kluwer (2003) have
conducted, to our knowledge, the only published experimental investigation of forgiveness and well-being to date. This investigation consisted of a series of four studies
focusing on factors explaining when and why forgiveness impacts well-being. A cleverly designed set of instructions allowed the researchers to manipulate forgiveness
and observe its effects on psychological well-being. Three major fi ndings are important to review. First, results suggested that forgiveness is associated with well-being,
but the association is stronger in relationships of strong rather than weak commitment.
Second, results showed that “psychological tension” (i.e., cognitive dissonance) mediated the relationship between forgiveness and well-being. Third, tendencies to forgive
one’s spouse were more strongly related to well-being than were tendencies to forgive
others. In sum, these findings suggest that the mental health benefits of forgiveness
are dependent on the relational nature underlying the offense and mediated through
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reductions in psychological tension. This study provides an excellent starting point
from which to build additional experimental support for the link between forgiveness
and mental health. Future work would do well to employ nonstudent samples and
explore novel ways of manipulating forgiveness levels while controlling for variance
in transgressions.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN THE AREA
Advancing our understanding of the connections between forgiveness and mental
health requires at least three things. First, forgiveness measurement issues must be addressed. Currently, there are a handful of good measures of trait and state forgiveness,
but these measures focus almost exclusively on forgiveness of others. Dimensions of
forgiveness such as forgiveness of self, feeling forgiven, and seeking forgiveness have
all but been ignored in terms of developing sound assessment instruments. The field
needs appropriate state-trait and multidimensional measures of forgiveness. Second,
selecting samples from diverse populations must be a high priority. This will allow an
examination of the extent to which ethnicity or socioeconomic status moderates the
relationships between forgiveness and mental health. Social psychologists, sociologists, medical sociologists, and psychiatric epidemiologists could serve as excellent
colleagues in our pursuit to understand social factors influencing the forgiveness and
mental health relationship. Social survey experts can also assist in attaining nationally representative probability samples that will allow for generalization of our findings to broader populations. Third, we must continue to focus on the development and
execution of interventions and experiments. This is the only way we will definitively
know that forgiveness causes improvements in mental health and not the opposite.
Longitudinal, correlational research would also be useful in this regard, but little if
any exists showing prospective associations between forgiveness and mental health.
A fourth goal of continuing research efforts should be to understand potential
mediators/moderators (e.g., empathy, anger, rumination) of the relationship between
forgiveness and mental health. A key variable in this regard is rumination. Rumination is associated with a variety of mental health outcomes, especially depression
(e.g., Harrington & Blankenship, 2002). Rumination is also associated with forgiveness
(Berry, Worthington, O’Connor, Parrott, & Wade, 2005; Brooks, Toussaint, Worthington, & Berry, 2004; McCullough, Bellah, Kilpatrick, & Johnson, 2001; McCullough et
al., 1998; Thompson et al., 2005). Given these associations, two interesting questions
arise. First, what is the causal ordering of forgiveness and rumination? Second, what
are the unique contributions of each to mental health?
Both of these questions have begun to be addressed. McCullough and Bono (2004)
have shown that rumination may play a causal role in impeding forgiveness over
time, and Brooks (2004) has shown that experimentally manipulating rumination following a transgression lowers subsequent levels of forgiveness. Brooks and Toussaint
(2003) have also shown relationships between forgiveness and depression that are
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fully or partially mediated by rumination. These studies offer a starting point for future work to examine forgiveness and rumination variables in a fashion that allows
for clear conclusions about their causal ordering and their unique contributions to
mental health. Given the connection of rumination to key mental health outcomes
such as depression and anxiety (Harrington & Blankenship, 2002), it is critical that we
begin to improve our understanding of the connections it has to forgiveness.
In line with our previous recommendation to understand better the mediators/
moderators of the forgiveness-mental health relationship, a fi fth suggestion is that
interventionists and clinicians studying the therapeutic effects of forgiveness should
consider mental health variables as moderators. For instance, improvements in depression, anxiety, life satisfaction, and so forth, that result from a forgiveness intervention may be more pronounced for victims of a traumatic offense who are suffering
from PTSD, as compared with others. In this case, mental health status (i.e., presence
vs. absence of PTSD) would moderate the effect of forgiveness on depression, anxiety,
life satisfaction, and so forth.
Despite the fact that all known studies have treated mental health variables as
outcomes, our final recommendation is to use these variables as predictors of forgiveness. Perhaps depressed or anxious individuals will be less motivated to engage in
the forgiveness process, or they may not have the necessary energy to invest in such
a challenging and taxing venture. In either case, it would be interesting to know the
mental health profile of a forgiving versus unforgiving person.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
Our personal approach to the study of forgiveness focuses on understanding the different targets and methods of forgiveness and their relationship to mental health.
Our conceptualization can be mapped out in an incomplete three (offer, feel, seek) by
three (self, others, God) table that yields seven distinct dimensions of forgiveness that
should be investigated. They are: (a) forgiveness of oneself, (b) forgiveness of others,
(c) forgiveness of God, (d) feeling others’ forgiveness, (e) feeling God’s forgiveness, (f)
seeking others’ forgiveness, and (g) seeking God’s forgiveness. We leave feeling and
seeking forgiveness from oneself undefi ned at this point. We hypothesize that these
seven dimensions of forgiveness may relate differentially to mental health. Toussaint,
Williams, Musick, and Everson (2001) showed that forgiveness of self and others were
associated with less distress and greater well-being, but feeling forgiven by God was
not associated with these outcomes, and seeking forgiveness from others was indeed
associated but in the opposite direction. We believe that additional gains in understanding the associations between forgiveness and mental health will come as a result
of conceptualizing forgiveness as multidimensional and examining the associations
between specific dimensions of forgiveness and mental health in carefully planned
and executed correlational, experimental, and intervention studies.
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CONCLUSIONS
Our review of the literature on forgiveness and mental health suggests that theory
and empirical work are at a beginning point. Vast arrays of theoretical and theological
positions exist regarding the relationship between forgiveness and mental health. Empirical evidence, although sparse, is growing in support of the notion that forgiveness
may have a salutary effect on mental health. With continued attention to issues of conceptualization and measurement, we can expect continued growth in our knowledge
of the exciting relationships between forgiveness and mental health.

NOTE
1. The terms life satisfaction and well-being are used interchangeably to describe one’s perceived satisfaction with life.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

Forgiveness in People
Experiencing Trauma
Jennie G. Noll

F

or centuries, practitioners have linked violent trauma with psychological and
physiological dysfunction. A common sequela of a traumatic experience is posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which includes reexperiencing the traumatic
event, avoiding traumatic reminders, and chronic hyperarousal (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 1994). There is now considerable support for the usefulness
of interventions curtailing the acute and long-term effects of PTSD. Recovery from
violent trauma and reducing PTSD symptoms are thought to be enhanced by the
survivor’s ability to accept that the world can be unsafe and to acquire a less naïve
view about justice and safety (Drescher & Foy, 1995). This ability to overcome tragedy is thought to characterize resilience (Richardson, 2002) and has been shown to
be related to better physical and mental health, and lower trauma-related distress in
PTSD patients (Connor, Davidson, & Lee, 2003). In addition to prolonged exposure
therapy (e.g., Foa et al., 1999), cognitive-behavioral treatments designed to help traumatized individuals understand and manage the anxiety and vigilance associated
with trauma-related stimuli have proven to be the most effective (Resnick, Kilpatrick,
Dansky, Saunders, & Best, 1993). However, the extent to which these therapies involve intensive focus on overcoming negative feelings specifically associated with the
transgressor (or perpetrator) of a trauma is not well understood. How do maintaining
stagnating resentment, harboring hatred, retaining anger, plotting revenge, avoiding
contact, and harboring general ill-will toward an offender affect the recovery process?
Would interventions designed to target ill-will toward a perpetrator be more effective
than therapies focusing solely on the generalized anxiety or vigilant reactions to the
trauma? The application of forgiveness to the aid and treatment of trauma victims has
been generally overlooked in empirical study. This chapter provides some guidelines
for the study and treatment of transgressor-specific violent traumas and the use of
forgiveness-based intervention; how forgiving a perpetrator might differ from other
types of forgiving; the extent to which forgiving a perpetrator is a multifaceted and
dynamic process; and the potential costs and benefits of forgiving a perpetrator of
violent trauma.
363
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Violent trauma comes in many forms. The death of a loved one, physical and emotional alienation or abandonment, witnessing domestic or community violence, serious
accidents or natural disasters, and trauma associated with war or combat are situations likely to produce a PTSD reaction for many victims. Theories about recovery from
trauma rarely include aspects of forgiveness. Perhaps this dearth of focus on forgiveness is in part due to the lack of an identifiable or blameworthy transgressor for many
traumatic experiences. For example, it is not always easy to identify a specific, tangible
transgressor in the aftermath of a natural disaster. Culpability in an accident may not
always be clear. War veterans may hold an entire country responsible for the deaths of
fellow soldiers. However, with such violent trauma as sexual abuse and assault, where
the perpetrator can be clearly identified, the appropriateness of transgressor-specific
forgiving might be more readily integrated into theories of recovery. Because violent
trauma includes such a wide range of experiences and because the process of forgiving a specific transgressor likely differs from the forgiveness of global, nonspecific, or
intangible transgressors, this chapter will be devoted to the discussion of forgiveness of
violent trauma that can be attributed to a specific transgressor. Childhood sexual abuse
is universally accepted as among the most heinous forms of victimization and usually
involves a discernable offender. After briefly providing a general account of how forgiveness has been studied in the treatment of PTSD, I will primarily focus on the violent
trauma of childhood sexual abuse as an example of how models of transgressor-specific
forgiving might be upheld as viable treatment options to enhance recovery.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
Although there is currently no gold-standard definition of forgiveness, several distinct
operational definitions of forgiveness have been offered. For purposes of this chapter,
forgiving a transgressor-specific trauma will include the following broad definitional
components as borrowed from several prominent theorists and researchers: (a) the
cessation of negative affect (Enright, Gassin, & Wu, 1992), (b) the cancellation of perpetrator debt (Exline & Baumeister, 2000), (c) decreased motivation for retaliation and
estrangement from the perpetrator (McCullough et al., 1998), and (d) prosocial change
toward a blameworthy transgressor (McCullough, Pargament, & Thoresen, 2000). In
addition, it is also assumed that forgiveness is a dynamic process that may ebb and
flow with the passage of time and the development of accommodating cognitive strategies. Further, as outlined by McCullough, Fincham, and Tsang (2003) and discussed
in chapter 7 by McCullough and Root, the notion that forgiveness includes several distinct phases is adopted here. These phases include an initial forbearance (relatively
low initial ill-will), trend forgiveness (overall reductions in ill will), and temporary
forgiveness (transient reductions in ill-will). Finally, it is assumed that forgiveness is
a multifaceted construct and should be studied as such. Simply collapsing the various aspects of forgiving into a single total-score may result in the masking of potential
costs as well as benefits of forgiving and may preclude the examination of individual
differences in distinct forgiveness profiles.
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REVIEW OF THE THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
REGARDING FORGIVENESS AND TRAUMA
Forgiveness and PTSD
As noted earlier, there has been little empirical research examining a specific link between forgiveness and the recovery from trauma. Moreover, the theoretical interplay
between PTSD and unforgiveness has yet to be adequately articulated. There is some
limited work with PTSD patients which, when taken in aggregate, might provide an initial theoretical foundation for future research. A recent study of 213 treatment-seeking
veterans diagnosed with PTSD reported that a dispositional approach to forgiving others
was related to lower depression and decreased PTSD symptom severity (Witvliet, Phipps,
Feldman, & Beckham, 2004). This study also demonstrated the particular importance of
war veterans’ forgiveness of self; prolonged guilt and self-blame associated with a lack
of dispositional intrapersonal forgiveness predicted depression, anxiety, and persisting
PTSD. Other studies have demonstrated that harboring anger and revenge (both indicative of unforgiveness) were correlated with heightened short- and long-term PTSD symptoms in combat veterans and assault victims (Feeny, Zoellner, & Foa, 2000; Van der Kolk,
1985). Similarly, rumination about the trauma (arguably an additional aspect of unforgiveness) was shown to be among the strongest predictors of subsequent PTSD in a study
of accident survivors (Murray, Ehlers, & Mayou, 2002). Rumination regarding the loss of
a loved-one, however, has been shown to be associated with greater social support and
subsequently greater long-term psychological health (Nolen-Hoeksema & Davis, 1999).
These results suggest that forgiving in the context of trauma may need to encompass both interpersonal and, in the presence of guilt and self-blame, intrapersonal
forgiving. Rumination about the trauma may have both positive and negative consequences, depending on the specific nature of the trauma. Although there seems to be
some correlational connection between the two, extant evidence does not suggest a
single mechanistic model that would explain how PTSD and forgiving are functionally related. It remains unclear, for example, whether PTSD symptoms might complicate forgiving and/or whether forgiving might interfere with the treatment of PTSD.
It is also possible that PTSD and unforgiveness are different expressions of the same
syndrome and that focus on one will enhance the treatment of the other. If hatred that
fuels the fi res of anger and revenge is quenched, will nightmares and hypervigilance
associated with PTSD be simultaneously reduced? What is clear, however, is that forgiveness intervention should not commence without an adequate assessment of the
nature and severity of coexisting PTSD symptoms.

Forgiveness and Childhood Sexual Abuse
It has been estimated that: (a) About 33% of women in the general population of the
United States will experience some form of sexual abuse or assault in their lifetime
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(Resnick et al., 1993); (b) 94% of victims will have moderate to severe PTSD symptoms
immediately following the trauma; and (c) roughly 50% will experience persistent
PTSD symptoms. Acute responses to childhood sexual abuse (defi ned here as unwanted or forced sexual contact with a minor by a caregiver or another older individual where a clear power differential exists) have been shown to include behavioral
problems, depression, dissociative tendencies, sexual acting out, poor self-esteem,
and less family cohesion (see reviews by Beitchman et al., 1992; Kendall-Tackett,
Williams, & Finkelhor, 1993; Trickett, Noll, Reiffman, & Putnam, 2001). Long-term
sequelae uniquely attributable to childhood sexual abuse include persisting PTSD
and pathological dissociation (Putnam, 1997, 2003); depression (Bifulco, Brown, &
Adler, 1991; Fergusson, Horwood, & Lynskey, 1996); psychiatric and substance abuse
disorders (Kendler et al., 2000); sexual distortion (Loeb et al., 2002; Miller, Monson,
& Norton, 1995; Noll, Trickett, & Putnam, 2003); early coital initiation and teen pregnancy (Fiscella, Kitzman, Cole, Sidora, & Olds, 1998; Stock, Bell, Boyer, & Connell,
1997); increased obesity and poor physiological health (Sickel, Noll, Moore, Putnam,
& Trickett., 2002); higher rates of subsequent victimization, including physical and
sexual assaults and self-inflicted harm (Briere, 1992; Gidycz, Hanson, & Layman, 1995;
Messman-Moore, & Long, 2003; Noll, Horowitz, Bonanno, Trickett, & Putnam, 2003;
Van der Kolk, 1989); and hormone dysregulation (Breier, 1989; Chrousos & Gold, 1992;
Heim, Jeffrey, Bonsall, Miller, & Nemeroff, 2001). Given this wide range of sequelae,
there has been surprisingly little intervention outcome research, and models for the
effective treatment of childhood sexual abuse have yet to be tested or even adequately
articulated.
Forgiveness in the context of childhood sexual abuse likely differs from forgiving other transgressions, due to a number of factors. First, perpetrators of childhood
sexual abuse are often responsible for the safety and welfare of the child and are extremely emotionally intimate with their victims. The betrayal of trust coupled with
the violation of safety involved in sexual abuse is profound and may be especially
difficult to forgive. Second, forgiving childhood sexual abuse is likely a complex and
dynamic process, being difficult to initiate and requiring a significant passage of time.
This dynamic process is likely revisited throughout development as issues related
to the abuse arise and become developmentally salient, and as victims become increasingly capable of accommodating more sophisticated aspects of forgiving (i.e.,
Enright, Santos, & Al-Mabuk, 1989). Finally, prosocial motivational change toward
an offender may be impractical and/or not encouraged. As is often the case in many
sexually abusing families, court-mandated jail or removal from the home results in
the physical absence of the perpetrator, making reconciliation difficult or even impossible. Further, reconciliation with a perpetrator may put victims at risk for re-abuse.
Thus, the potential costs associated with forgiving a sexual abuse perpetrator should
be considered.
Several researchers and theorists have cautioned against forgiveness when the perpetrator has not shown remorse, when the violation is too severe, or when the wounds
from the offense are too fresh (McCullough & Worthington, 1999; Worthington, Sandage,
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& Berry, 2000). Forgiveness of violent offenses has been criticized for being both physically and psychologically dangerous for victims (Bass & Davis, 1988; Engel, 1989). Forgiveness is very often equated with reconciliation, and encouraging a victim to repair
a relationship with a violent offender may result in substantial risk for revictimization.
Because forgiveness also connotes pardoning, offenders may interpret forgiveness as a
condonation and may revert to abusive tendencies, causing additional damage and perpetuating abuse (Katz, Street, & Arias, 1997; Olio, 1992). However, it has been suggested
that forgiveness can occur without reconciling and that one can achieve emotional, cognitive, and behavioral transformation toward a perpetrator without any physical proximity. One can give up the qualities of revenge, anger, resentment, and hatred without
entering into a relationship with a perpetrator (Enright, Eastin, Golden, Sarinopoulos,
& Freedman, 1992; Freedman & Enright, 1996; Spring, 2004).
There has been very little empirical work focusing on forgiving sexual abuse.
One study tested the effectiveness of a forgiveness intervention on 12 incest survivors
and reported that the intervention resulted in decreased anxiety and depression, and
increased forgiveness and hope (Freedman & Enright, 1996). These authors insist that
forgiveness interventions have been too quickly dismissed by critics and that therapies focused on forgiving an incest perpetrator can be psychologically beneficial for
survivors. It should be noted that the forgiveness intervention tested in this study did
not require victims to be reconciled with perpetrators. Prosocial change toward perpetrators was simply the result of regarding the perpetrator with greater empathy and
compassion, and enabling victims to see the imperfect nature of all human beings,
including their perpetrators.
A slightly different approach was taken by Noll and colleagues (Noll, 2003; Noll
& McCullough, 2004) to test the connection between forgiveness and the psychological well-being of sexual abuse survivors. In this prospective, longitudinal study, 55
sexually abused and 65 nonabused comparison women indicated their subjective levels of both forbearance and forgiveness on four independent aspects of forgiveness
(letting go of anger, the cessation of revenge, conciliation, and moving on in life despite the offense) 10 years after the disclosure of abuse.1 Results showed that sexually
abused women were significantly less likely to report initial forbearance (i.e., they
reported higher initial anger and revenge, and lower initial conciliation and moving
on). However, the abused and comparison subjects reported very similar levels of
actual forgiveness (i.e., prosocial change toward less anger and revenge, and greater
conciliation and moving on). Results also indicated that most aspects of forgiveness
(moving on and letting go of anger and revenge) were generally associated with higher
self-esteem and lower anxiety, depression, and PTSD. On the other hand, high scores
on conciliation were associated with more negative outcomes, such as higher anxiety
and more disturbed relationships with maternal caregivers for abused participants.2
Results also indicated that incest abuse by a biological father (i.e., as opposed to other
relatives, including grandfathers, uncles, siblings) was especially difficult to forgive.
Religious involvement correlated positively with several aspects of both forbearance
and forgiveness but only for nonabused women. The association between religious
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involvement and all aspects of forgiveness was found to be near zero for sexually
abused women.
These limited empirical results suggest that a forgiveness intervention may be
effective for some sexual abuse victims and that many aspects of forgiving (letting go
of anger, cessation of revenge, moving on with life) would likely benefit the recovery
process. However, opening oneself to reconciling and moving back into a relationship
with the perpetrator or merely adopting a conciliatory stance toward the perpetrator
should be encouraged only with the utmost sensitivity and care. Results also suggest
that religious involvement does not adequately explain the motivation for forgiving a
sexual abuse perpetrator.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN THE AREA
Transgressor-specific forgiveness is a potentially valuable tool for trauma victims,
particularly those suffering from PTSD. The causal directionality and mechanistic
nature of the relationship between forgiveness and PTSD is not well understood and
is an area ripe for creative and ambitious future research designs. We are beginning to
understand forgiveness as a complex, multifaceted process that should be studied as
such. Not every aspect of forgiving operates exactly the same way in all individuals.
Reconciliation, for example, should be studied either in isolation from other aspects of
forgiving or as a distinct, independent construct, thus enabling a more comprehensive
understanding of the potential costs and benefits of forgiving a violent perpetrator.
Further, additional research needs to be conducted before an unequivocal endorsement of all aspects of forgiving can be adopted for victims of sexual trauma.
The intrinsic motivations for engaging in forgiving a sexual abuse perpetrator are
increasingly unclear. Why do victims forgive? It has been demonstrated that religiosity
is but a minor motivating factor in forgiving transgression-specific offenses (Subkoviak,
Enright, Wu, & Gassin, 1995) and that religiousness has very little to do with forgiving
a sexual abuse perpetrator (Noll, 2003). Future research endeavors aimed at exploring
possible motivational substrates for forgiving could provide information about the types
and characteristics of individuals for whom forgiveness intervention would prove most
effective. It has also been shown that forgiving incest by a biological father is especially
difficult (Noll, 2003). Sexual abuse by a biological father is often accompanied by large
degrees of guilt, shame, and self-blame because this type of abuse is frequently perpetrated under the auspices of a “loving” relationship, and the victim often sees herself
as a willing participant (Herman, Russel, & Trocki, 1986). Incest victims may need to
forgive the self as well as forgive the perpetrator to achieve full forgiveness. Research on
intrapersonal forgiving of sexual trauma may provide further insight into why certain
types of sexual trauma are very difficult to overcome.
As our knowledge of sexual trauma sequelae grows, it is increasingly apparent
that acute and long-term effects of trauma differ and that each new developmental
stage may bring with it novel associations with the original trauma. For example, the
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development of secondary sex characteristics, initiation into sexual activity, choosing a romantic partner, and becoming a parent are milestones that can trigger delayed
reactions to the trauma of childhood sexual abuse. With these delayed reactions may
come a renewed interest in or heightened urgency for forgiveness intervention. Comprehensive assessments of forgiving (as well as treatment) should go beyond a single
point in time or any single stage of development. Future research should acknowledge
that any isolated forgiveness assessment may occur at a time when victims are inordinately upset by recent reminders of a trauma or, conversely, at a time when victims
exhibit atypical adjustment or health. To curtail attenuated or artificially inflated forgiveness levels, multiple assessments of forgiveness at distinct periods throughout
development are warranted.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL INTERVENTIONS
The transgression of childhood sexual abuse may be among the most “unforgivable.”
Such an injury disrupts or assaults core belief systems and shatters the internal and
external world of the self. Janoff-Bulman (1992) outlines how victims’ basic set of assumptions about the self and the world are violated in the aftermath of sexual trauma.
Upon realizing the extent of the violation, victims may begin to question their selfworth, the meaning of life, and their own presumptions of goodness, protection, and
justice. As Flanigan (1992, 1998) asserts, the more damage to one’s “assumptive set,”
the more difficult is forgiveness. Further, Flanigan asserts that the degree to which
one can offer forgiveness depends on the degree to which one can rebuild these shattered life assumptions. A thorough understanding of the extent of damage to victims’
assumptive set will give practitioners insight into the potential complexity of the
forgiveness process. For example, incestual abuse by a biological parent likely damages many, if not most, core assumptive beliefs. Such a profound violation of trust by
the individual who is upheld as one’s supreme protector may be especially difficult to
forgive, or forgiveness may never be obtained in any complete form (Hargrave, 2001).
Victimization or exploitation by others outside the family (coaches, teachers, and pastors or priests) may result in a shattering of life assumptions, but this damage may
manifest in slightly different ways and/or to a lesser degree than with incest. Thus,
depending on the depth of the injury, forgiveness in cases of abuse outside the family
may take an entirely different course or may be more fully and swiftly attainable than
forgiving incestual abuse.
The issue of failing to protect children is in itself a blameworthy transgression.
Forgiveness of a nonabusing caretaker who enabled the abuse or allowed it to persist
may be an additional issue for childhood sexual abuse victims. Indeed, a substantial
portion of sexual abuse victims attribute much of their suffering to the lack of protection of a nonabusing caretaker—usually the mother (Noll, 2003; Spring, 2004). The
nonabusing parent should be counseled to expect a time when he or she becomes the
target of rage and blame on behalf of the child victim. It is possible for nonabusing
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parents to be instruments of healing and forgiveness. Spring (2004) outlines nicely
how these parents can facilitate their child’s forgiveness process by (a) admitting mistakes and bearing witness to their child’s pain, (b) apologizing genuinely and nondefensively, (c) understanding and revealing their own contribution to the injury,
(d) working to earn back trust, and (e) engaging in self-forgiveness for injuring their
child. By owning their part in the abuse and allowing forgiveness to unfold within
their own relationship with the child, nonabusing parents model healthy forgiving.
Such modeling can ultimately enable the victim to engage in the healthy forgiving of
the offender.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
The limited empirical evidence (Freedman & Enright, 1996; Noll, 2003), coupled with
the extensive anecdotal experience of several clinicians (Flanigan, 1998; Hargrave,
2001; Spring, 2004), suggests that forgiveness as an intervention in the treatment of
sexual abuse and assault should generally be encouraged. However, there may be aspects of forgiving that are more easily attainable than others for some victims. It is
clear that survivors should be encouraged to let go of anger directed toward the offender and should refrain from perseverating on ways to retaliate. Victims should
also be encouraged to move ahead with adaptive life goals and not to stagnate in the
paralyzing fear that all humans are capable of violation and exploitation. Perhaps to
a greater degree than other aspects of forgiving, less emphasis should be placed on
reconciling a relationship with a violent offender.
Several theorists have offered acceptance of the perpetrator as an alternative
to reconciliation. Acceptance involves understanding the depth of a perpetrator’s
woundedness, giving up the need for revenge, learning from (as opposed to forgetting)
past traumatic experiences, recognizing the enemy, and anticipating and avoiding
harm (Hargrave, 2001; Spring, 2004). Acceptance is an internal process and does not
necessarily involve the participation of the offender. This is not to say that individuals should actively avoid all contact with anyone who has offended them, but instead
it should be recognized that reconciliation is a highly subjective and complex process requiring considerable passage of time, intensive therapy, sophisticated cognitive
resources, adequate social supports, and the self-protective strategies necessary to
avoid, curtail, or escape re-abuse.
The life-changing nature of experiencing a violent trauma should not be underestimated. Thus, levels of dispositional forgiveness might be dictated or transformed
as a result of enduring such trauma. For some victims, violence will shatter the self
irreparably. They may devolve from a person with a forgiving disposition to a person
who is wholly damaged and unable or unwilling to forgive. For others, recovery from
trauma may involve making sense of the event and finding benefit and spiritual growth.
Janoff-Bulman and Frantz (1997) describe a process of making sense of a trauma by understanding how the trauma fits with one’s view of the world and reorganizing beliefs
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about justice, fairness, and the predictability life. Learning about one’s strength in
the face of adversity, gaining insight into the meaning of life, and developing deeper,
more satisfying relationships are examples of the potential benefits that may help
to mitigate the negative effects of a traumatic experience (Nolen-Hoeksema & Davis,
2002). Such life-changing transformations have also been associated with spiritual
conversion. As individuals begin to overcome the desecration of those things previously held as sacred (e.g., innocence, trust, safety, parental love), they can begin to
experience a phenomenological transformation that may radically alter their understanding of themselves, the world, their relationships, and their ultimate place within
the universe (Mahoney & Pargament, 2004). Thus, individuals who where unlikely to
possess a forgiving disposition before a traumatic event may likely adopt a forgiving
disposition through discerning benefits from trauma and/or engaging in profound
spiritual transformation as a result of the trauma.

CONCLUSION
Trauma changes lives. The deleterious effects of trauma can to some degree be curtailed
by engaging in the work of forgiveness, but we possess an inadequate understanding of
exactly how and why forgiveness might facilitate recovery. Overall, forgiveness of offenders should be encouraged, but most researchers and theorists would agree that forgiveness is a complex, multifaceted process and includes several distinct psychological
mechanisms. This is important because there is some evidence that reconciliation (one
important aspect of forgiving) is potentially harmful for victims of sexual abuse. Hence,
reconciliation should be encouraged only with the utmost sensitivity and care. Those
engaging in forgiveness efforts with sexual abuse victims should consider alternatives
to reconciliation that do not necessarily require the victim to repair the relationship
with the offender but that simply culminate in some level of empathy or acceptance
of the offender’s flaws and failures. The degree to which one can forgive depends on
the degree of damage to basic life assumptions. The violation of basic trust and protection of incestual abuse may be particularly difficult to forgive. Further, incest victims
may need to engage in aspects of intrapersonal forgiving of the self (see chapter 10 by
Tangney, Boone, & Dearing) if, as is often the case with incest, there is any guilt or selfblame associated with being abused. Making sense of a trauma and finding benefit in
the experience are among the most effective ways to cope with victimization. Learning
to forgive or acquiring a forgiving disposition may be perceived as potential benefits of
having gone through a life-changing traumatic experience.

NOTES
1. Another main objective of this study was to validate empirically a new measure of forgiveness, the
Process of Forgiving (POF) scale. The POF measures participants’ retrospective levels of initial forbearance and their current levels of forgiveness while taking into account initial forbearance. Participants
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respond to a set of items regarding how they feel about a perpetrator currently, then respond to that
same set of items regarding how they (retrospectively) felt about the same perpetrator at a time when
they felt the worst about him or her. Four factors of forgiving were confi rmed and shown to be invariant in a pilot sample of college students and across retrospective and present time points: (a) lack of
revenge, (b) cessation of anger, (c) desire for conciliation, and (d) a desire to move on in life despite
the offense. Forbearance scores are simply participants’ scores on the initial retrospective factors.
Forgiveness scores, on the other hand, are participants’ scores on the present forgiving factors with
initial forbearance scores statistically residualized. Thus, forgiveness represents current levels of
forgiving with initial forbearance taken into account. This residualizing procedure was preferred,
relative to a difference-score approach, because it allows the process of forgiving to be captured by
taking into account initial levels, thus eliminating the possibility of equating the forgiveness of
two individuals whose change scores may be equivalent but for whom initial forbearance was quite
disparate. Ideally, this would be accomplished by multiple assessments at several time points, but
this design is not always attainable. The POF provides a viable option to either single-administration
devices or unrealistic, multiple-assessment strategies.
2. It should be noted that until this study, no measure of transgression-specific forgiveness had been
designed to assess reconciliation as a stand-alone, independent construct. Instead, items assessing reconciliation had been included in other subscales, making it difficult to ascertain the unique
contribution of reconciliation to the forgiveness process and the extent to which there are costs and
benefits associated with this aspect of forgiving. Given the controversy surrounding reconciliation,
Noll and colleagues were careful to characterize reconciliation (a) to include instances where the
perpetrator is absent or unwilling to admit the transgression, (b) to be devoid of perpetrator pardoning, and (c) as a willingness to take a conciliatory stance, achieving emotional proximity to the
perpetrator (e.g., “If he wanted to say ‘sorry,’ I would listen”) rather than requiring reconciliation.
Hence, the term conciliation (as opposed to reconciliation) was used to defi ne this unique construct.
High scores on this construct do not necessarily reflect a reconciled relationship with the perpetrator but rather the adopting of a “conciliatory stance” toward the perpetrator and an acceptance of the
perpetrator’s flaws and failures.
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I

n their 1997 review, McCullough, Worthington, and Rachal pointed out that most
of the forgiveness literature has focused on interpersonal forgiveness, the form of
forgiveness that has as one of its goals the possibility of restoring relationships,
provided that it is wise and safe to do so. In this chapter, we depart from this tradition
by reviewing the theoretical and empirical literature germane to unilateral forgiveness, the form of forgiveness that may be facilitated in individual psychotherapy as an
approach to resolving interpersonal emotional injuries when restoring the relationship is not a goal of therapy, either because it is not possible to restore the relationship
(as is the case when the injurer is dead or unwilling to reconcile) or because doing so
is likely to expose the client to the risk of reinjury.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT UNILATERAL FORGIVENESS
AS A PSYCHOTHERAPEUTIC TASK
It is not uncommon to fi nd discussions of the value of forgiveness as a response to
interpersonal injury in the clinical literature (e.g., Akhtar, 2002; Berecz, 2001; Davenport, 1991; Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000; Fitzgibbons, 1986; Karen, 2001), and in our
own research we have found the resolution of such injuries to be a psychotherapeutic
task that may include forgiveness in significant ways (Greenberg & Foerster, 1996;
Malcolm, 1999). It is noteworthy then that along with other clinicians (Ferch; 1998;
McCullough & Worthington, 1994), we have noted (Malcolm & Greenberg, 2000) that
379
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it has been difficult to gain specific knowledge of how best to facilitate the process
of forgiveness in individual therapy. Similarly, in a survey of family and marriage
therapists, DiBlasio (1992; DiBlasio & Proctor, 1993) found that most therapists (especially those of middle age or older) held a positive view of the value of forgiveness but
reported a lack of skills specific to facilitating forgiveness as a therapeutic task.

REVIEW OF EMPIRICAL AND THEORETICAL LITERATURE
Review of Empirical Literature
Excluding group interventions, there are only three reports of psychotherapy outcome
studies associated with unilateral forgiveness interventions. The results of these three
studies provide initial support for the hypothesis that unilateral forgiveness has both
short- and long-term psychological benefits. Freedman and Enright (1996) investigated
the effectiveness of an intervention program for incest survivors in which forgiveness
was the end goal of treatment. The intervention used a yoked, randomized experimental and control group design where six pairs of women were matched on variables
related to demographics, the abuse, and the abuser. One woman in each matched pair
was randomly selected to receive therapy, and the other woman served as a member
of the comparison group. Those who were wait-listed received therapy after the first
group completed treatment, thereby serving as their own comparison group. Duration of therapy averaged 14 months of weekly sessions conducted in accordance with
an intervention manual. Based on significant change from pre- to posttreatment, the
study demonstrated that unilateral forgiveness could be successfully promoted and
that the intervention was associated with increases in self-esteem and hope, as well
as decreases in depression and anxiety.
Coyle and Enright (1997) replicated the Freedman and Enright (1996) study by
investigating the psychological benefits of promoting forgiveness among a set of 10
men who identified themselves as having been hurt by a partner’s choice to terminate
a pregnancy. Half of the men were seen for 12 weekly individual sessions of approximately 90 minutes, and the other five men served as a wait-list comparison group.
The men in the comparison group subsequently received treatment as well. Analysis
of a set of outcome measures demonstrated significant positive change from pre- to
posttreatment associated with therapy alone in terms of increased forgiveness and
decreased anxiety, anger, and grief.
The York Forgiveness Project (Greenberg, Warwar, & Malcolm, 2003) examined
the differential treatment effects of resolving emotional injuries in individual Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT; Greenberg, 2002), compared with a psychoeducational
group intervention. Treatment focused on facilitating the resolution of a specific interpersonal emotional injury that had occurred at least 2 years prior to the start of
therapy and continued to be distressing to the client. In this study, 23 clients were
assigned to individual therapy and 23 to group psychoeducation. Both interventions
involved 12 hours of treatment spread over approximately 12 weeks. Clients presented
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issues of betrayal, criticism, neglect, abandonment, and physical and sexual abuse as
foci for resolution. Most of these clients were dealing with injuries caused by one or
both parents.
Clients in the individual EFT treatment showed significantly more improvement
than those in the psychoeducation group on the global severity index of the SCL-90-R
(Derogatis, 1983), on positive change in key target complaints (Battle et al., 1968), on
the Enright Forgiveness Inventory (Enright, Rique, & Coyle, 2000), and on measures
assessing the degree to which clients had let go of distressing feelings and unmet
needs in relation to the injurer. In addition, significantly more EFT clients than psychoeducation group members reported that they forgave the injurer. Taken as a whole,
this study provides support for the differential effectiveness of an emotion-focused
approach for resolving emotional injuries over a psychoeducation group intervention
of the same duration.
It is interesting that all who reported that they forgave the injurer, regardless of
group, also indicated that they had let go of the distressing feelings and unmet needs
previously associated with the injury. In contrast, there were some individuals who
indicated that they had let go of the distressing feelings and unmet needs associated
with the injury but had not forgiven the injurer. This suggests that letting go of persisting unresolved feelings such as anger, grief, sadness and/or hurt is necessary to achieve
forgiveness but that this aspect of the process is not the equivalent of forgiveness.

REVIEW OF THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES
Numerous clinicians and researchers underscore the importance of the emotion work
involved in forgiveness (Davenport, 1991; Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000; Fitzgibbons,
1986; Hope, 1987; Karen, 2001), and McCullough and his colleagues have carried out an
impressive body of research that has shown the mediating role of empathy in successful forgiveness (e.g., McCullough et al., 1998; McCullough, Worthington, et al., 1997).
Because of the emphasis in the forgiveness literature on the emotion work and development of empathy, these two aspects of the resolution process need further elaboration.
Emotion Work Involved in Unilateral Forgiveness Interventions. Our assumption
(further outlined in Greenberg, 2002; Greenberg & Elliott, 2002) is that emotion is a
biologically based meaning system that is fundamentally adaptive, gives people feedback about what is important and meaningful for them on a moment-by-moment basis,
and organizes them for adaptive action (Frijda, 1986). Working within the client’s
emotion system is therefore seen as having a key place in the therapeutic process.
Sadness over loss, anger in the face of violation, or fear in response to threat are
examples of initial adaptive and automatic emotional responses people have in response to interpersonal injuries. They produce biologically based relational action
tendencies, which constitute a readiness to act in a particular way so as to establish,
maintain, or alter the relationship with one’s environment. The therapist’s role is to
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guide clients toward these primary adaptive emotions and to facilitate their evocation
for the purpose of accessing their adaptive information and action tendency. They are
core and irreducible responses, and their symbolization and expression is of value in
and of itself.
Emotion schemes (syntheses of emotion, cognition, motivation, memories, and action tendencies) are formed as the product of learning and experience. Once formed,
they produce complex, bodily felt responses that are not the result of purely innate
responses to specific cues. Because emotion schemes emerge from one’s lived experience, they may be either adaptive or maladaptive.
Forgiveness and unforgiveness are both complex, bodily felt responses. In the
feeling of unforgiveness, the cognitive component involves a sense of being unfairly
wronged and rightfully deserving of revenge or restitution. There is also an affective
component of corrosive anger, a smouldering type of resentment, coupled with feelings of sadness and possibly shame and pain. In contrast, forgiveness reciprocally involves soft affects such as compassion and lovingkindness, and the ability to see and
understand the unfolding of events surrounding the injury from the other’s perspective. It involves acceptance of what happened instead of continuing to fight against the
unfairness of it and a letting go of the desire to retaliate. Forgiveness involves a giving
out of something, sending out positive feelings of compassion, and a feeling with and
possibly even for the other person rather than feeling against the other.
One of the premises of the EFT approach is that the suppression or blocking of primary biologically adaptive emotions subverts healthy boundary setting, self-respectful
anger, and necessary grieving. Numerous clinicians (for example, Akhtar, 2002; Baures,
1996; Enright & Eastin, 1992) emphasize the importance of facilitating expressions of
adaptive anger and suggest that facilitating forgiveness requires an acknowledgment of
the legitimacy of emotions such as resentment and hatred toward the offender. Baures
(1996), Boss (1997), and Fincham (2000) consider resentment and desires for revenge to
be closely linked with self-respect, and Greenberg and Paivio (1997) suggest that there
may be times when it is therapeutic to encourage clients to talk about their revenge
fantasies. The desire to retaliate is normalized as a sign of how damaged the injured
person feels. Such expressions of anger also teach clients to accept and tolerate their anger, and to work with it rather than against it. Encouraging such expressions is not the
same thing as promoting outer-directed blaming or hurling of insults. In encouraging
speaking from one’s inner experience, the therapist is promoting ownership of a client’s
emotional experience and is empowering clients to assign responsibility appropriately
for harm done. It also helps clients focus on their own concerns rather than get stuck
in blaming the other or feeling victimized. Owning one’s intense feelings of anger and
desire to make the other suffer as one has suffered generates a sense of self as a person of
worth who has been treated unfairly and deserves to be treated differently. The danger
in short-circuiting expressions of anger is that the client may end up condoning or excusing the injurer’s hurtful behavior, or inappropriately taking too much responsibility
for the unfolding of events surrounding the injury. Furthermore, it is difficult to let go
of self-protective anger if one feels weak and vulnerable.
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Therapists also need to attend to the process of grieving the loss of or damage to
a significant relationship, as well as the shattering of the client’s view of self and the
world that may have been caused by the injury. Akhtar (2002) addresses the relationship between mourning and forgiveness, and Greenberg and Paivio (1997) emphasize
that work with betrayal and abandonment can be a process of facilitating normal
grieving in which anger and sadness play central roles. Facilitating an imaginary
dialogue with the injurer can help the client grieve and say goodbye to what has been
lost or irreparably damaged as a consequence of the injury.
Which Emotions Need Changing? A key element of therapist skill resides in his or
her ability to assess the nature of the emotion expressed in therapy and to intervene
in appropriate ways, because different kinds of emotional reactions require different therapist interventions. This in turn requires that the therapist be empathically
attuned to the client and the nature of the emotion schemes that are evoked when
processing the impact of an unresolved emotional injury. The difficult, lingering emotions a client struggles with are primarily seen as the path to accessing and transforming underlying maladaptive emotional schemes.
When clients indicate that they are stuck in bad feelings, the expressed emotions
are often secondary reactive experiences that obscure underlying and possibly unacceptable primary emotional responses (Greenberg, 2002). People also have feelings
about their primary emotional responses and can, for example, be afraid of their anger
or ashamed of their fear, or they may have learned that their sadness is unacceptable.
In terms of forgiveness interventions, McCullough et al. (1998) point to the connection
between rumination and maintenance of thoughts of seeking revenge that serve to sustain a disinclination to forgive. In our experience, this is likely to happen when clients
are stuck in secondary anger. In that event, the therapist needs to facilitate the client’s
tolerance for distressing but primary adaptive feelings. When clients are helped to attend to and symbolize their adaptive emotions, they are able to create new meaning and
act effectively to solve problems. For example, if a client is helped to recognize how he
has learned to cover an underlying fear of being reinjured with aggressive anger, he can
begin to work toward meeting his needs for comfort and connection in adaptive ways.
Expressions of instrumental emotion are maladaptive responses that are used to
influence or manipulate others. Holding a grudge because of the interpersonal advantage it offers is an example of instrumental anger and resentment. These expressions do not provide useful information about the significance of events and have no
underlying primary emotion that would be useful to access for adaptive information.
Instead, the therapist’s goal would be either to bypass such expressions or gently to
confront the function served by them.
Principles of Therapeutic Work with Emotion. Empirical evidence is mounting in
support of the importance of changing one emotion with another (Greenberg 2002,
2004) and suggests that a maladaptive emotion state is transformed best by replacing it
with another, more adaptive emotion. Applying the concept of changing one emotion
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with another is not new to the forgiveness field (e.g., Worthington’s 1998 and 2001 discussions of emotion replacement), but we would emphasize that the process may entail
work that is not directly related to the forgiveness effort per se, because there may be
work to be done that involves changing emotions in response to self-representations,
and the self-work may take precedence over work that involves changing feelings about
the injurer. For example, it appears that the likelihood of forgiving the injurer is related
to the degree to which the injured person is able to overcome the negative feelings
caused by the injurer and gain or renew a positive sense of self-worth and -esteem.
The key to transforming maladaptive emotions is to access alternate healthy adaptive emotions to act as resources in the self (Greenberg & Paivio, 1997). In the view
proposed here, the maladaptive feeling does not simply attenuate by virtue of the
person feeling and getting used to it. Instead, a different feeling is used to transform
or undo the maladaptive one. In essence, withdrawal emotions from one side of the
brain are transformed by approach emotions from another part of the brain, or vice
versa (Davidson, 2000). Once the alternate emotion has been accessed, it transforms,
undoes, or replaces the original state. The newly accessed, alternate feelings are resources in the personality that help change the maladaptive state.
The transformation process is not one of counter-conditioning or reciprocal inhibition, as suggested in desensitization, but rather a dialectical synthesis of a new
response from the prior ones by a process of integration of elements. Change is seen as
occurring when opposing emotions are co-activated, and new, higher level schemes
are formed that incorporate both emotions by synthesizing compatible elements from
the co-activated schemes. Just as schemes for standing and falling in a toddler can
be dynamically synthesized by a dialectical process into a higher level scheme for
walking, so too can schemes of different emotional states be synthesized to form new
integrative structures that become primary and adaptive complex feelings (PascualLeone, 1991; Greenberg & Pascual-Leone, 1995). This type of activation of emotions
and reflection on them is much more likely to be facilitated in the safety of therapy.
Clients are helped to attend to the felt sense of these complex feelings in order to access and explore the implicit meaning that is carried with them. Being able to attend
to these adaptive responses also helps clients notice bodily felt shifts or changes that
accompany the emergence of newly constructed meaning.
Role of Empathy in Forgiving. Our study of the therapeutic resolution of past emotional injuries leads us to propose that empathy is an essential component of successful forgiveness. This proposition is consistent with the clinical observation,
theory, and empirical evidence of others working in the forgiveness field (Macaskill,
Maltby, & Day, 2002; McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997; McCullough, Rachal,
Sandage, & Worthington, 1997; Worthington & Wade, 1999). When accessed, empathy
is a primary and adaptive complex feeling that facilitates forgiveness in the face of an
interpersonal injury. The ability to feel empathy for the injurer appears in our sample
to be preceded by the process of helping clients access and face their own pain, which
in turn enables them to imagine that the injurer could see and understand it too. Only
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when a client experiences himself or herself as someone who is strong enough to own
and express painful and distressing emotions can he or she envision another who is
similarly strong enough to hear and take responsibility for harm done. Engaging in
imaginary dialogues with the injurer in an empathic therapeutic environment seems
to facilitate these processes.
As Rowe et al. (1989) have pointed out, empathy toward the injurer involves being able to see the other person as acting in a quintessentially human manner, which
may flow out of the context of his or her own self-focused needs and perceptions. It
includes (but does not require) the possibility of recognizing that what the injurer did
was similar to something one has done or could do under the same circumstances. In
addition to assisting in the revision of how one sees the injurer, cognitive perspective
taking sometimes allows the injury itself to be recast within a broader understanding
of the context of the unfolding of events. Cognitive perspective taking of this nature
does not have to involve warm, benevolent feelings. In fact, understanding the other’s
perspective may be part of what informs the injured person that resuming a relationship would be ill advised (Berecz, 2001).
Considerations of cognitive perspective taking highlight the role of acceptance of
the other as part of empathy, but acceptance alone will not necessarily bring one all
the way to forgiveness, because it is possible to accept another’s behavior by condoning or excusing rather than forgiving. Something more is required, and that appears
to be compassion for the other, or affective empathy.
Affective empathy is best understood as a means of imaginative entry into the
world of the other, which generates a bodily felt sense of understanding what the other
person may have been feeling without actually sharing the same experience (Greenberg & Rosenberg, 2002). Berecz (2001) suggests that rather than the client focusing
inward and using his or her own feelings as the point of reference for understanding
the injurer’s perspective (which is difficult to do in the face of an egregiously hurtful
interaction), the task is for the injured person to transpose himself or herself imaginatively into the other person’s place in an attempt to understand the unfolding of events
from the injurer’s perspective.
In the York Forgiveness Study, we also found it helpful to have the client imagine
what the injurer might feel if he or she were capable of comprehending the consequences and impact of his or her actions on the client. The empty-chair technique
employed in EFT is a particularly effective tool in this regard. In imaginatively bringing the injurer and injury alive, the client moves from a cognitive discussion with the
therapist to an imaginal confrontation and dialogue with the injurer. In so doing, the
client is helped to move reified inner representations of self and other into a transitional space in conscious awareness where the representations can be reexamined,
reworked, and resolved.
Role of Self-Other Representations in the Empathy-Forgiveness Equation. Part of
what is needed to achieve the primary, adaptive, and complex feeling of forgiveness is
a shift from viewing self as wholly injured and other as wholly bad to a view of self as
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“not all good” and other as “not all bad” (Akhtar, 2002). There is a connection between
such shifts, the emotion work, and emerging feelings of empathy and compassion.
When people permit themselves to feel their resentment and acknowledge their desire
to retaliate or to access their intense feelings of loss, shame, or fear, the groundwork is
laid for the necessary shift in view of self and other.
This shift in how the other is represented and viewed is crucial to forgiveness.
Greenberg and Paivio (1997) highlight how important it is that an injured person in
therapy come to believe that if the injurer were present in the room, he or she would
be able to hear and empathize with the client’s emotional pain and distress, take responsibility for harm done, and seek to make amends if he or she could. It is only then
that the client can soften and begin to empathize with the others’ limitations.

BRIEF CLINICAL APPLICATION
Part of the function of dialectic imagination in empty-chair work is to facilitate the
client in imaginatively projecting himself or herself into an enactment of the other as
empathic. Doing so fosters an empathic response within the client, thereby opening
up the possibility of revising his or her representations of the other from inhuman
monster to “not all bad” and therefore forgivable.
An example of this is reported by Malcolm and Greenberg (2000). Early in therapy,
a client often slipped into reactive anger and other-focused blame and complaint. It was
not until after the therapist assisted her past the reactive anger to the core and adaptive
expression of intense sadness and grief in the face of her mother’s suicide that the client
was able to enact her mother as saying, “I wish there were something that I could do to
change what I did. You’re making me understand the devastation I caused and the aftermath. It wasn’t just about me; it was about a lot of other people. I really wish that you
could forgive me.” The mother was also enacted at a later point in the therapy process,
saying, “My suicide wasn’t about you kids at all. You’re the reason I stayed as long as I
did. . . . It was about a life I just thought was hopeless. . . . You have every right to feel
ashamed of what I did. And I don’t want you to feel guilty. You didn’t cause it. . . . It’s
about me being out of control. I take responsibility for what I did.”

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN THE AREA
This chapter has concerned itself with the process of facilitating unilateral forgiveness in individual psychotherapy. In order to understand and evaluate the benefits
of such interventions adequately, we draw on the work of colleagues who are doing
research in other areas of the forgiveness field. For example, to assess the success
of our interventions, we turn to the work of those who have developed self-report
forgiveness measures (Enright, Rique, & Coyle, 2000; Hargrave & Sells, 1997; Mauger
et al., 1992; McCullough et al., 1998; Wade, 1989) and methods of assessing change
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when individuals report that they have forgiven another person (e.g., McCullough,
Fincham, & Tsang, 2003). The development of such tools is a significant challenge,
given that such instruments are typically based on an understanding of forgiveness
that is defi ned in ideal terms, terms that may not be shared by those who come for
therapy and are asked to report the degree to which they have forgiven (see, for example, DeCourville & Belicki [2004] for a discussion of this problem). As advances are
made in the testing and refining of measurement tools, the assessment of forgivenessspecific outcomes will improve, and our collective efforts within the forgiveness field
will gain credibility.
As we move beyond the initial stages of research in this area, we also need to be
cognizant of the impact of issues such as possible gender differences in propensity to
forgive or manner of working through forgiveness issues, the relevance of the timing
of interventions after a hurtful interpersonal experience, and factors that could argue
against the wisdom of working toward forgiveness. For example, Paivio and colleagues
(Paivio & Nieuwenhuis, 2001; Paivio, Hall, Holowaty, Jellis, & Tran, 2001) suggest that
facilitating self-validation, self-assertion, and holding the other accountable has priority when working with clients who have been victims of traumatic abuse. Similarly,
feminist writers, such as Boss (1997), are outspoken critics of unqualified promotions
of the value of forgiveness on the part of those working with abuse victims. This underscores the fact that forgiveness is only one way of reducing unforgiveness (Wade &
Worthington, 2003; Worthington & Wade, 1999) and reminds us that some traumatic
experiences are unforgivable to the sufferer of the injury (Akhtar, 2002) and ought to
be respected as such.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
The empirical and clinical study of unilateral forgiveness is an important area within
the larger field of forgiveness studies that can be further pursued in fruitful ways.
As a start, although all three existing studies of unilateral forgiveness interventions
(Freedman & Enright, 1996; Coyle & Enright, 1997; Greenberg et al., 2003) have demonstrated significant benefits when individual therapy interventions are compared with
a wait-list control or psychoeducational group, none have yet examined the differential benefits of successful forgiveness outcomes when compared with successful outcomes of some other form. Consistent with previous studies (Malcolm, 1999; Paivio &
Greenberg, 1995), for example, there were clients in the York Forgiveness Project who
experienced significant improvements without forgiving, and comparing the differential benefits of these different forms of successful outcomes is important in deepening
our understanding of the value of forgiveness interventions.
In addition, qualitative studies of successful interpersonal forgiveness processes
have been carried out (Holeman, 2003), but there have been no qualitative studies of
unilateral forgiveness. Nor are there any that have compared improved versus nonimproved clients’ psychotherapy sessions to elucidate the crucial differences in process
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that might account for different outcomes. Qualitative studies and differential benefit
studies are of value across all types of theoretical approaches in deepening our understanding of the therapeutic task of unilateral forgiveness. Within a given approach,
task analyses of the theorized process would also be useful in the effort to integrate
theory and clinical practice.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, we reviewed the theoretical and empirical literature germane to unilateral forgiveness. This is the form of forgiveness that may be facilitated in individual psychotherapy as an approach to resolving interpersonal emotional injuries when
restoring the relationship is not a goal of therapy, either because it is not possible to
restore the relationship (as is the case when the injurer is dead or unwilling to reconcile) or because doing so is likely to expose the client to the risk of reinjury.
The importance of emotion work in forgiveness is emphasized in the clinical and
research literature, and what emerges is an emphasis on reexperiencing, reprocessing, and transforming emotions related to the injury. Affective empathy is also a key
aspect that plays a fundamental role in the forgiveness process. It is facilitated fi rst by
helping clients face and process the pain of their injuries, then by imagining that the
injurer could feel empathy for the client’s suffering if he or she were to understand
and take responsibility for the pain caused by the injury. Therapeutic interventions
have been built using theoretical models in conjunction with assessment tools developed to measure both process and outcome variables related to forgiveness. The
refinement of these tools will allow us more successfully to evaluate the impact of
our interventions and more clearly specify the process of forgiveness, which in turn
will help us more effectively facilitate this process with our clients. Furthermore, a
consideration of individual difference variables and the differential nature of client
injuries will allow therapists to tailor their interventions to different client populations and specific types of injuries.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

A Progress Report on the
Process Model of Forgiveness
Suzanne Freedman
Robert D. Enright
Jeanette Knutson

T

he past 19 years have seen a birth of interest in forgiveness by psychologists,
counselors, psychiatrists, researchers, religious leaders, and the general public. For example, Konstam, Marx, Schurer, Emerson Lombardo, and Harrington
(2002), in their research with mental health counselors, found that “90% of respondents indicated that forgiving is an important clinical issue and would be interested
in pursuing professional training focusing on forgiveness related issues in clinical
practice” (p. 69).
The purpose of this chapter is to present a summary of the progress on the process
model of forgiveness developed by Enright and the Human Development Study Group
(1991). We begin with a definition of forgiveness. The process model will be defined,
followed by a discussion of pioneering studies using this model. Recent work using
the process model follows, with a brief review of a meta-analysis conducted on empirical studies. A response to critics follows.

What Forgiveness Is and Is Not
After studying this topic since 1985, we define forgiving as the following.
People, upon rationally determining that they have been unfairly treated, forgive
when they willfully abandon resentment and related responses (to which they have
a right) and endeavor to respond to the wrongdoer based on the moral principle of
beneficence, which may include compassion, unconditional worth, generosity, and
moral love (to which the wrongdoer, by nature of the hurtful act or acts, has no right).
(Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000, p. 29)
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Abandonment of anger is not something that happens overnight, as the definition
seems to imply. In practical terms, our defi nition includes decreases in negative affect, cognition, and behavior. Over time, possible increases in positive affect, cognition, and behavior toward the offender may occur.
In addition to defi ning what forgiveness is, Enright, Freedman, and Rique (1998)
discuss how forgiveness is more than accepting what happened, ceasing to be angry,
and making oneself feel good. Forgiveness is not the same as forgetting, condoning,
excusing, legally pardoning, or automatic reconciliation, which is defined as getting
back together in a relationship (see Enright, 2001 for a more expanded discussion of
what forgiveness is and is not).
We find that the most frequently occurring misunderstanding is the equating of
forgiveness with reconciliation. It is possible to forgive and not reconcile (Freedman,
1998). An injured individual can work on the process of forgiveness knowing that
reconciliation is not possible if, for example, the offender remains entrenched in a
hurtful pattern of behavior toward the offended person.

Contexts Surrounding Forgiveness
Forgiveness occurs in a moral context of the offender’s injustice and the offended
person’s mercy. Often forgiveness is viewed as something one does for oneself without
taking the offender into account. Forgiveness takes the other into consideration and is
not solely a self-help strategy. When one completes the forgiveness process, he or she
is doing good for the offender, for the self, and perhaps for others with whom he or she
is in close interaction.
Because forgiveness takes place in a context of injustice, the solution to that injustice need not be only forgiveness or only a quest for fairness. Forgiveness and justice
can and should coexist.
Forgiveness is an individual decision and should not be forced on anyone (Baskin
& Enright, 2004). One can be educated about forgiveness but then must make his or
her own decision regarding whether to forgive. It is one’s choice. If one is forced into
forgiving, pseudo-forgiveness rather than genuine forgiveness may result (Enright,
Freedman, & Rique, 1998).

THE PROCESS MODEL OF FORGIVENESS DEVELOPED
FROM THE DEFINITION
After clarifying what forgiveness is and what it is not, the group began constructing
psychological models of forgiveness. Hepp-Dax (1996) writes, “One of the advantages
of the construct of forgiveness as presented by Enright et al. (1991), is that it is viewed
as a multidimensional construct that combines cognitive, affective, and behavioral
factors, since all are involved in forgiveness” (p. 35).
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Enright et al. (Enright & the Human Development Study Group, 1991) asserted
that the process of forgiveness can occur in 20 units. Unlike the defi nition of forgiveness, which we have come to realize has a core meaning that is unchanging, the
pathways to forgiving are many. After a thorough review of the literature in the areas
of psychology, psychiatry, philosophy, and theology, and after numerous discussions
with people who have forgiven, Enright et al. (1991) developed this model as their best
estimate of the process people go through when trying to forgive.
The model is not to be viewed as a “rigid, step-like sequence, but a flexible set
of processes with feedback and feed-forward loops” (Enright et al., 1998, p. 12). The
authors explain how some people may skip units and others may go back and rework
units previously experienced, because there is great individual variation in how people forgive. This process model of forgiveness may not be an exhaustive description of
how each person forgives, but it illustrates how complex the journey of forgiveness is
and that it is not a process that occurs overnight. Each person approaches forgiveness
differently, based on his or her previous experiences and role models. In fact, the interventions described below to assess this model have incorporated slight variations
of the model over the years (Baskin & Enright, 2004). The 20-unit model is divided
into four different phases, which are briefly described here.
Units 1–8 represent the uncovering phase as the person gets in touch with the
pain and explores the injustice he or she experienced. Working through these eight
units allows the injured to experience both the pain and the reality of the injury and
how it has affected him or her. Feeling pain from the injury motivates some people to
see a need for change, and gradually they realize that previous ways of coping may not
have been effective or are no longer serving their purpose.
Units 9–11 represent the decision phase, which we view as a critical part of the
forgiveness process. The Decision Phase illustrates that one explores the idea of forgiveness and what is involved in the process of forgiveness before committing to actually forgiving. As Freedman and Enright (1996) point out, one may make the cognitive
decision to forgive, even though he or she does not feel forgiving at the time.
The work phase of the model encompasses four units beginning with Unit 12,
which involves seeing the offender with new eyes or reframing who he or she is by
viewing the wrongdoer in context. The individual who is hurt tries to understand
the context of the offender to understand better how the injury could have occurred.
Reframing often leads to feelings of empathy (Unit 13) and compassion (Unit 14). Unit
15 deals with acceptance and absorption of the pain and is seen as the heart of forgiveness (Enright et al., 1998). The injured accepts and absorbs his or her own pain as well
as the pain of the offender instead of passing it on to others or back to the offender.
The outcome phase represents the last four units in the model. The injured realizes that as he or she gives the gift of forgiveness to the offender, healing is experienced. The entire process of forgiveness may lead to improved psychological health.
See Enright (2001) and Enright et al. (1998) for a more thorough description of the
20-unit process model.
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Early Studies Using the Process Model of Forgiveness
Hebl and Enright (1993) conducted the first empirical intervention using forgiveness
as the goal. Before their study, all published works of forgiveness were anecdotal
and case study reports (Hebl & Enright, 1993). The purpose of the Hebl and Enright
(1993) study was empirically to examine an 8-week group therapy program with elderly women who had miscellaneous hurts. The participants’ goal was to forgive one
person who had hurt them deeply. Participants were randomly assigned to either a
forgiveness or a control group. The forgiveness group followed the process model developed by Enright et al. (Enright & the Human Development Study Group, 1991). The
control group met for the same amount of time—60 minutes weekly—and discussed
general topics suggested by the group during the fi rst session. Forgiveness was not
discussed in the control group. Posttests showed that the experimental group had a
significantly higher forgiveness profile, compared with the control group. Both groups
had a significant decrease in anxiety and depression from pretest to posttest. As the
fi rst empirically based experimental study using forgiveness as a goal, Hebl and Enright’s (1993) study is noteworthy.
Freedman and Enright (1996) conducted a forgiveness intervention with 12 women who were incest survivors. The goal was for the incest survivors to forgive their
abusers. The women ranged in age from 24 to 54 years old, were Caucasian, and lived
in a Midwestern city. Using a yoked, randomized, experimental and control group
design, the participants were randomly assigned to an experimental group (receiving
forgiveness education immediately) or a wait-list control group (receiving the intervention after the experimental group). See Freedman and Enright (1996) for a detailed
description of the intervention procedure.
After the intervention, the experimental group gained significantly more than the
control group in forgiveness and hope, and decreased significantly more than the control group in anxiety and depression. After members of the control group completed
the forgiveness intervention, they showed similar gains in forgiveness and hope, as
well as in self-esteem, and greater decreases in anxiety and depression. Members of
the experimental group were also posttested again 1 year from the date they completed the intervention. The change patterns were maintained (Freedman & Enright,
1996). This study illustrated the effectiveness of a forgiveness intervention for incest
survivors. A more forgiving attitude toward one’s abuser and greater psychological
well-being resulted after participation in the forgiveness intervention (Freedman &
Enright, 1996). Verbal reports from the incest survivors illustrate psychological benefits from forgiving as well. One survivor stated that after forgiving her father, she was
able to use the forgiveness model with her mother for not protecting her. Other early
work can be found in Al-Mabuk, Enright, and Cardis (1995), Coyle and Enright (1997),
and Lin (1998).
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Recent Work
Meta-analysis of Intervention Studies. Baskin and Enright (2004) conducted a metaanalysis to investigate whether forgiveness interventions are effective in increasing
forgiveness and psychological well-being. Nine published studies with empirical results were used in the meta-analysis. Although the field is still early in its development, the analysis could be useful for those designing future studies on forgiveness
(Baskin & Enright, 2004).
The authors described three basic models of forgiveness gleaned from the literature. The fi rst model is the Enright et al. (Enright & the Human Development Study
Group, 1991) process model described earlier in this chapter.
The second model identified by Baskin and Enright (2004) was developed by McCullough, Worthington, and Rachal (1997) and is described as fostering “both cognitive and affective empathy” (Baskin & Enright, 2004, p. 9). It includes nine different
components, with the fi rst component similar to the first eight units in the Enright
et al. (Enright & the Human Development Study Group, 1991) model. The other eight
steps are also similar to various units in Enright and colleagues’ 20-unit model, such
as developing empathy, practicing cognitive reframing, thinking about when one has
needed forgiveness from others, and considering the offender’s needs (see Baskin &
Enright, 2004, for a thorough description).
The third model was developed by McCullough and Worthington (1995) and was
designed to introduce people to the idea of forgiveness and to consider the decision to
forgive in a 1-hour session. In all three models, participants focus on one person who
hurt them deeply and work on forgiving that person. The fi rst two models are process
based, and the third model is decision based. Process-based models include the decision to forgive as well as other cognitive and affective units. Decision-based models
emphasize making the decision to forgive and can be placed solely in the cognitive
domain. According to Fitzgibbons (1986) and as previously mentioned, people fi rst
approach forgiveness cognitively, then emotionally.
Baskin and Enright’s (2004) meta-analysis appears to be one of only a few assessments of all existing published forgiveness interventions. Other criteria for a study’s
inclusion were the use of a control group, publication in a refereed journal, and the
use of quantitative measurement. The nine studies included in the analysis were categorized into three groupings: (a) decision-based studies, (b) process-based studies
with a group format, and (c) process-based studies with an individual format.
Results illustrate the effectiveness of forgiveness interventions for adults and older
adolescents. Baskin and Enright (2004) make a number of conclusions based on the
data. First, effect size scores were low for the decision-based forgiveness interventions,
compared with both the individual and group process-based interventions. Specifically, there was no significant difference in forgiveness between those receiving a decision-based intervention and those receiving no intervention. Second, individual-based
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process interventions had a higher effect size, compared with the group process-based
interventions (1.66 vs. 0.82). Baskin and Enright (2004) emphasize how this finding
highlights the time and energy required by both participants/clients and educators/
counselors to forgive a person for a deep injustice completely and successfully. Forgiveness interventions seem to be particularly well suited for incest survivors, adolescents
hurt by emotionally distant parents, and men hurt by their partner’s decision to have
an abortion.
The difference in fi ndings between the process-based models and decision-based
models of forgiveness support the use of a process-based model of forgiveness in educational interventions or counseling. The 0.82 effect size on process-based group
forgiveness interventions can be viewed in terms of the average person in the intervention doing as well or better than 75% of the control group (Baskin & Enright,
2004). For the results of the process-based individual intervention, the effect size was
1.66, meaning that the average person in the intervention group did as well or better
than 95% of the people in the control group (Baskin & Enright, 2004). Effect sizes for
the mental health variables also illustrate the effectiveness of forgiveness. The effect
size of 0.59 for the process-based group interventions means that the average person
in the forgiveness group did better than 65% of the control group (Baskin & Enright,
2004). Even more striking is the effect size for the mental health variables for the process-based individual interventions, which was 1.42. These results clearly support a
link between forgiveness and mental health. These results are almost three times the
minimum level for a large effect size (Lipsey, 1990).
Studies Recently Completed. Lin, Mack, Enright, Krahn, and Baskin (2004) investigated the use of forgiveness therapy with 14 patients with substance abuse dependence from a local residential treatment facility. Participants were randomly assigned
to and completed approximately 12 twice-weekly sessions of individual forgiveness
therapy or approximately 12 twice-weekly sessions of an alternative individual treatment based on routine drug and alcohol therapy topics. The latter treatment is the
typical therapy implemented at the residential facility. Participants who had completed forgiveness therapy had significantly greater increases in self-esteem and significantly greater decreases in depression, anger, anxiety, and vulnerability to drug
use than did those who went through the alternative form of therapy. Most benefits of
the forgiveness therapy remained superior to the alternative at a 4-month follow-up.
Participants were initially quite low in forgiveness—lower than the average for a nonclinical adult population sample (Lin et al., 2004). At posttest, the forgiveness therapy
participants averaged higher than the published norm for the adult sample, and this
gain was maintained at follow-up.
Forgiveness therapy goes beyond treating only symptoms to treating the underlying causes of substance abuse. Past research has illustrated that substance abuse is
often a symptom of underlying resentments and related emotional issues. Forgiveness
therapy can be a successful addition to traditional therapies for substance abusers.
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The results of Lin et al.’s (2004) study provide support for forgiveness therapy to be
used as an effective new treatment for substance abuse clients.
Hansen (2002) showed that implementing a forgiveness intervention with terminal cancer patients led to significantly greater increases in forgiveness of the offender,
hope, and quality of life; it also led to significantly less anger than did a control intervention. Forgiveness, as illustrated in both Hebl and Enright’s (1993) study and Hansen’s (2002) work, has the potential to be helpful for those facing end-of-life issues.
Gambaro’s (2002) dissertation also illustrated the impact forgiveness education
can have on young adolescents. Gambaro (2002) implemented a forgiveness intervention with adolescents (ages 12–14) who had higher than average levels of anger. In a
group setting, half of the students received the forgiveness education, and the other
half (control condition) received a Rogerian-based support-group experience. At posttest, participants in the experimental group demonstrated greater decreases in “anger
as a trait,” “having an angry temperament,” and “predilection to react in an angry
manner” than did control subjects. The experimental group showed significantly
greater improvements in their attitudes toward school and family and in the quality
of their relationships with friends and family. These differences were maintained at
follow-up 9 months after the intervention had ended. Gambaro (2002) also looked at
school grades, detentions, and in-school suspensions and found that the experimental
group was significantly higher in academic achievement and significantly lower in
detentions and suspensions than the control group. Other recent work is described in
Knutson (2003), Freedman and Knupp (2003), and Park (2003).

Response to Critics
Although the forgiveness research has been favorably acknowledged by many, it has
also been subject to criticism. We interpret such criticism as a positive sign that researchers and those in the helping professions are beginning to take seriously the ideas
presented (Enright & Coyle, 1998). Lamb and Murphy (2002), in particular, have put
forth a number of objections to the forgiveness research in their edited book, Before
Forgiving: Cautionary Views of Forgiveness in Psychotherapy. We include here eight of
Lamb’s (2002) concerns regarding the forgiveness research, followed by our response.
1. Lamb (2002) argues that there is no consensus regarding the defi nition of forgiveness and its set of necessary conditions. She is accurate in her statement of defi nitional confusion, as McCullough, Pargament, and Thoresen (2000) have pointed
out. Enright and colleagues (1998) anticipated the development of myriad definitions and cautioned researchers to take care as they answered the question: What
is forgiveness? Although the caution was not always heeded, research from a variety of laboratories has maintained a fair level of stability and integrity, despite
varied definitions of the concept. We believe that the core defi nition of forgiveness remains constant, regardless of whether researchers agree.
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2. Another concern is that there is little justification for the theories developed for
the forgiveness process, and the ones that do exist were developed using clinical
observation. As Enright (2001) explains, we regard the four phases of the process
model and the 20 units within the phases as guideposts that most people experience. We do not consider these phases and units to be carved in stone or rigidly
fi xed. Numerous studies have indicated that when participants are led through
the units of this model, they have learned to forgive and have experienced emotional healing. In addition, when we tested the model with these different populations, we had to change some of the guideposts or units to fit the participants’
actual experiences better.
3. The topic of unilateral forgiveness, in which nothing is expected from the perpetrator of the wrongdoing because of its unconditional nature, raises additional
concerns for Lamb. According to Andrews (2000), “The forgiver and forgiven need
each other for justice to be enacted and to require remorse from a perpetrator is
not to confuse justice and forgiveness, but to show their interdependence” (cited
in Lamb, 2002, p. 8). Negotiated forgiveness seems to imply some type of ongoing
relationship between the injured and injurer; however, it is not always possible
or feasible for such a relationship to occur. We believe forgiveness is best offered
freely and in one’s own time, regardless of the offender’s actions. Lamb (2002) appears to be arguing that an injustice may be committed through the process of unconditional forgiveness. As stated previously, Enright et al. (1998) discuss specific
expectations that exist for reconciliation (getting back together in a relationship)
but are not necessary for forgiveness. Although an admittance of wrongdoing, an
apology, and acts of remorse by the offender may certainly make forgiving easier,
forgiveness can occur in their absence.
4. Murphy (2002, 2003) suggests that releasing negative and vindictive feelings may
be equivalent to “letting go of self-respect, self-defense, and allegiance to moral
order” (Lamb, 2002, p. 8). Forgiveness researchers have not properly addressed
this criticism. In response to this point, we defer to Holmgren’s (2002) eloquent
discussion of the necessary steps leading to forgiveness. The fi rst step is that the
client who has been injured needs to recover his or her self-respect and recognize
that the injury he or she received was wrong. This involves recognizing that he or
she (the injured) is a valuable person who deserves to be treated well and that the
offensive behavior was not his or her fault. In this context, the act of forgiveness
is a sign of self-respect and an allegiance to moral order. It is the offering of mercy
toward the offender in the face of wrongdoing.
5. Lamb (2002) and Richards (2002) ask whether other counseling or treatment approaches may be more effective than forgiveness. We do not think that those who
study forgiveness are claiming that forgiveness is the only way to heal after being deeply injured but that forgiveness is one way to heal and effectively decrease
anger and resentment. Before illustrating that forgiveness is better or as effective,
compared with another approach, the Enright et al. (Enright & the Human Development Study Group, 1991) group wanted to show that forgiveness is effective in
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its own right. Recent research has shown that forgiveness education and therapy
is as effective and even more effective than alternative therapies (see Chapman et
al., 2001; Gambaro, 2002; Hansen, 2002; Lin et al., 2004; Park, 2003). If a medical
researcher found a drug to cure cancer, should she exclaim, “Wait! Let’s not use the
drug. There may be a drug that is as effective or perhaps even more effective”?
6. Lamb claims that a lot of what is discussed in the Enright et al.’s (Enright & the
Human Development Study Group, 1991) model of forgiveness is covered in traditional therapy, such as feelings of guilt and shame, confrontation of anger, how
one has been changed as a result of being hurt, and reframing who the wrongdoer
is. Yet here is the large difference between traditional therapies and forgiveness
therapy: No therapy before forgiveness therapy has deliberately taken the spotlight off of the client and pointed it straight at the offender. The client in forgiveness therapy must step outside of a primary self-focus toward a moral focus on the
offender. As paradoxical as this seems for therapy, it works. So yes, the ingredients of the Enright model have similarities with traditional therapy, but they are
used in different ways, creating a new and innovative therapy for clients.
7. Lamb (2002) is troubled by the lack of attention to the moral question: Why forgive? She says, to answer that question, forgiveness researchers need to answer
why, morally, people may not and should not forgive. Enright and Fitzgibbons
(2000) examine in considerable depth whether forgiveness qualifies as a moral
virtue. The reader is encouraged to read their exposition of forgiveness as a virtue
to determine whether they were successful.
8. Finally, she concludes her introductory criticisms of forgiveness with a discussion of how forgiveness theorists ignore the context of forgiveness. We hope that
this chapter has illustrated our emphasis on context. We include the following
points to make this clear. Lamb (2002) and Murphy (2002, 2003) both imply that
the forgiveness advocated by forgiveness educators and counselors is a Christianbased perspective. Although it is hard not to think of religion when one hears the
word forgiveness, the Enright group has studied forgiveness from a psychological
perspective without adhering to any one religion. This decision was made early
in the development of the forgiveness program so that the therapy and education
that flowed from the model would be open to all people. Throughout the years, we
have worked successfully in forgiveness therapy and education with people from
all of the monotheistic faiths, Buddhism, Hinduism, atheism, and religious indifference. They are given the freedom to apply the process model to their particular
worldview.
To say that all of forgiveness centers only on Christianity is to neglect the fact
that many who study and practice forgiveness come from other perspectives. The fi rst
author of this chapter is Jewish, and the process model does not contradict Jewish
teachings. As another example, a graduate student from our group was interviewing
for a college teaching job at a school on one of the coasts. The student is Muslim. A
professor attending the student’s colloquium, clearly annoyed by the presentation of
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forgiveness, used his higher status and power to ask, “Will you be giving your report
to the Pope tomorrow?” as he stormed out. The professor did not take the time to fi nd
out that this student is a faithful Muslim. The comment was an insult. (But the student forgave the grumpy professor!)
We now turn to four of Murphy’s (2002, 2003) criticisms of our process model and
the research surrounding it.
1. Murphy questions why we would count greater tendencies to forgive as a gain
after a group has been taught to forgive. Increases in forgiveness illustrate that
the intervention is effective in helping people forgive. For example, just because
one takes a math class, it should not be assumed that he or she is going to learn
the math. There could be a variety of reasons why the student completes the math
class without learning much at all. One reason is because the math class was not
taught well. We count increases in forgiveness as a gain because it shows us that
the process model is working.
2. Murphy questions the benefits that research has demonstrated regarding forgiveness. He asks what an increase in self-esteem means and questions the contexts
surrounding decreases in depression and anxiety. He implies that the increases
in psychological well-being are synonymous with leaving the victim powerless
and in his or her status of a victim. Our fi rst response is this: In general, “across
all of the studies, there was not one instance in which a group experiencing forgiveness education showed a decline in psychological health. In fact, statistically
significant improvements in variables such as hope and self-esteem, and significant decreases in anxiety and depression were more the rule than the exception”
(Enright & Coyle, 1998, p. 154). Our second response is that in addition to statistical increases in well-being, verbal and behavioral reports from participants
illustrate that after forgiving an offender, participants in Freedman and Enright’s
(1996) study were more at peace, more productive at work, better able to handle
relationships, better able to make decisions regarding career and relationship issues, and also able to use the forgiveness model with other people in their lives. In
Lin et al. (2004), those haunted by the specter of drug use reported no psychological depression and greater control over substance use. The control group was not
as fortunate. Is any of this powerlessness by those forgiving?
3. When he talks about the dangers of premature forgiveness, we agree with him. We
always have warned against hasty forgiving (see Enright & the Human Development Study Group, 1991). We do not see the beef here. We are in agreement with
Murphy that premature forgiveness is false forgiveness.
4. Murphy (2002, 2003) argues that it is morally permissible to hold onto resentment
and rejection without forgiveness. He tells the story of a former student, Ralph,
who was seeking advice for a personal problem. The student’s father, who had
repeatedly sexually abused him as a child, wanted his son back in his life after
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many years of separation. The father showed no repentance and “still seemed to
be his same old arrogant self” (p. 48). Ralph did not want to begin a relationship
with his father now, but his friends from church and minister were telling him
that it was his duty to forgive and to welcome his father back into his family life,
at least on limited terms. Ralph wanted to maintain his strategy of resentment and
rejection but wanted to be validated for doing so (Murphy, 2002). After speaking
with Murphy, Ralph decided to maintain his attitude of resentment, which had
seemed to work for him in the past. As an aside, we do not know enough about
Ralph’s life to know whether this is true or not. For example, Ralph may experience psychological benefits as a result of forgiving that he did not know were possible because he has held on to resentment for so long.
First, let us say, “Poor Ralph.” No one seems to be giving him accurate advice regarding forgiveness and reconciliation; no wonder he is confused. Murphy asks what
Enright would say about a case like this and assumes that Enright would say these
cases do not occur. These cases do occur (common sense alone would tell us that).
We believe that Ralph is being put in an unfair situation because he is being asked
not only to forgive but also to reconcile with an unrepentant abuser. Ralph’s religious
leader is confusing forgiveness with reconciliation, and Murphy (2002) does not recognize the difference when he gives advice to Ralph. Regarding the religious leader’s
belief that it is Ralph’s duty to forgive, we say that forgiveness is not a duty when
Ralph is confused about the meaning of forgiveness. What, exactly, is poor Ralph doing when he “forgives,” especially when he has such confusion?
Forgiveness from a psychological perspective comes from a choice when one is
aware of what forgiveness is and is not, of what is involved in the process of forgiveness, and that forgiveness takes time. Forgiveness should not be rushed or forced on
anyone because it can lead to false forgiveness. Forgiveness should not be brushed
aside because of fear of exploitation (because the quest for forgiveness and justice
can occur concomitantly and because forgiveness and reconciliation can occur separately). Ralph can forgive if he decides to do so. Ralph can work on forgiveness at his
own pace and initially for his own well-being, but he may choose not to enter into a
relationship with his father until his father apologizes, admits his wrongdoings, and
illustrates that he has changed. As a result of forgiving, Ralph may hope that his father
recognizes his past offenses, makes reparations, and changes his hurtful behavior.
What we would like to ask Murphy is this: How would true forgiveness, as described
by Enright (2001; Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000) and Holmgren (2002), affect Ralph?
Would forgiveness bring Ralph more peace and psychological well-being than his
present strategy of resentment and rejection? Based on what we have been finding in
our scientific studies as described in this chapter, what would common sense say to
Ralph if he tried to forgive with the process model?
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NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED
The intervention studies reviewed raise some significant issues for forgiveness research. What should be the duration of interventions to make it possible for subjects
actually to forgive? Is it possible to come up with an actual time line that would capture
the progression of the average person’s experience with the forgiveness model? How
does forgiveness change over time for individuals? Because forgiveness is individual
for each person, is forgiveness education that occurs in a group setting as effective as
forgiveness education that is individually focused? Are there certain benefits to group
education? How often should the education occur? Once a week, twice a week? Does the
whole model need to be experienced for forgiveness to occur and are there certain steps
that are more critical than others in promoting forgiveness? There may be a number of
different ways to educate effectively for forgiveness. One format may be best suited to
people with particular kinds of hurts. More research on forgiveness needs to be conducted with different populations. If we can aid professionals to find the maximum
psychological benefits to participants in the least amount of time necessary to achieve
such benefits, those professionals may be able to serve more clients.

CONCLUSION
The state of forgiveness intervention work using Enright’s process model is sound.
Randomized, experimental and control group trials have produced initially interesting results, especially as seen in the meta-analysis described here. Experimental
designs have begun to mature by including active control groups. Diverse educators
and therapists who lead such research show, when all are taken together, that positive results are not the result of only a few very talented leaders. We need a continued
effort with larger samples and an emphasis on the benefits for the one forgiven. Our
emphasis on the forgiver’s outcomes is a clinical choice based on therapeutic efficacy
and should not be taken as a sign that forgiveness is a self-serving enterprise.
The response-to-critics section is by no means an attempt to address all critics’
remarks about forgiveness. We value the criticisms because they aid us in the clarification of our own ideas. All clarification, whether borne out of independent inquiry
or in response to critics, is a service to clients because it points more strongly to the
truth. Just as we take risks by presenting our ideas and science to the scholarly community, so too do the critics open themselves to the risk of challenge. We have tried to
illustrate that many of the criticisms aimed at forgiveness seem to result from incomplete formulations of defi nitions or misunderstanding of the contexts surrounding
forgiveness.
Those who do forgiveness research and counseling do so because of an interest in
the question: Can forgiveness help people to heal? What is clear is that both victims of
injustice and their counselors are in need of more education regarding forgiveness and
how to forgive. As Lamb and Murphy remind us, we need to do more research on when
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a person’s level of anger begins to be maladaptive. Not all anger is counter-productive.
We need to know when a person is ready to forgive so that we do not simply presume
that all who seek help will embrace forgiveness (and an accurate concept of it). Yet the
field to date is healthy precisely because the important work of clarifying defi nitions
and examining effective pathways to forgiveness has been done. The science, although
still in its initial stages, is surprisingly strong. Come, critics, let us at least temporarily
join in acknowledging the truth that forgiveness, properly understood and practiced, is
good, and the examination of it to date is helpful to the hurting.
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Forgiveness in Couples:
Divorce, Infidelity, and
Couples Therapy
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M

ost clinicians would agree that betrayals and forgiveness are significant issues for many couples. However, despite the prevalence of the need for forgiveness, until recently most couples therapists have been reluctant to use
therapeutic strategies that relate explicitly to forgiveness (DiBlasio & Proctor, 1993).
Fortunately, in the last few years, forgiveness has been increasingly incorporated into
couples treatment, and its use has begun to receive empirical support. In this chapter,
we present our integrative, trauma-based model of forgiveness; then we review recent
applications of forgiveness to couples therapy that have received initial empirical support. We conclude by outlining directions for future research and intervention.

THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
We define forgiveness as a process whereby partners pursue increased understanding of themselves, each other, and their relationship in order to free themselves from
being dominated by negative thoughts, feelings, and behaviors after experiencing a
major interpersonal betrayal. This process is distinguished from a view of forgiveness
as excusing or forgetting that a relationship injury or betrayal has occurred, or as requiring a decision to reconcile the couple’s relationship. An important aspect of our
conceptualization of forgiveness is that it does not stipulate that partners must reconcile in order for forgiveness to occur. Partners can decide to terminate the relationship
and still fulfill the conditions of forgiveness.
Instead, our model asserts that forgiveness consists of three components: (a) a realistic, nondistorted, balanced view of the relationship, (b) a release from being controlled
407
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by negative affect toward the participating partner, and (c) a lessened desire to punish the participating partner. For a more thorough explication of this approach to
understanding forgiveness and its place in the forgiveness literature, see Gordon and
Baucom (1998). The forgiveness process also allows for the possible development of
warmer and more positive feelings toward the participating partner. However, healthy
forgiveness requires a realistic appraisal of the partner, not an assessment that ignores
real and dangerous aspects of the partner or the relationship. Forgiveness means that
negative affect no longer dominates individuals’ lives or controls their actions toward
their partners and that this event has been resolved to such an extent that the injured
partner no longer carries its negative effects into other relationships. Furthermore,
another key issue in our definition of forgiveness is the stipulation that forgiveness is
a process, not an event. Most theorists agree that forgiveness of a serious transgression
takes a great deal of time and emotional work (e.g., Worthington et al., 2000).
Finally, our model of forgiveness also proposes that forgiveness in relationships
often closely parallels recovery from a traumatic event. Research reported in the trauma literature has suggested that posttraumatic stress reactions evolve from “violated
assumptions” (e.g., Janoff-Bulman, 1989). The “betrayal” that requires forgiveness
may be seen as an interpersonal trauma that upsets the person’s previous assumptions
and expectations of his or her partner and relationships in general. These violated
assumptions often can leave the “victim” feeling out of control and no longer able to
predict future behaviors on the part of his or her partner. Therefore, the forgiveness
process results in part from attempts to reconstruct these former cognitions and regain a sense of interpersonal control, predictability, and safety in the relationship.
Thus, we believe that there are three major stages in the forgiveness process, each
of which parallels the general stages that are believed to occur in recovery from a psychological trauma: (a) impact, (b) a search for meaning, and (c) recovery, or moving on.
The primarily cognitive emphasis is not to suggest that the experience of forgiveness
is wholly an intellectual one. This process is likely to be suffused with overwhelmingly intense negative affect to such a degree that the process seems to be primarily
emotional in tone. However, the current theory suggests that accomplishing these
cognitive goals is a key factor in moving through these stages. Thus, within each stage
there are important cognitive tasks that must be accomplished before moving on to
the next stage. However, within each of these stages there are also distinct emotional
and behavioral components in addition to cognitive ones.
In the fi rst stage, called the impact stage, people recollect details related to the
betrayal in an attempt to comprehend what has happened. However, because this betrayal often has major implications for the injured person’s well-being, this cognitive
process is accompanied by an overwhelming array of emotions, such as fear, hurt,
or anger. These emotions often alternate with a sense of numbness or disbelief. Additionally, people may fi nd themselves acting toward their partners in ways that are
punitive, erratic, or unlike their usual selves. These are natural reactions to an unexpected, painfully traumatic event and are similar to the approach-avoidance strategies used by victims of traumatic stress (e.g., Horowitz, 1985).
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The goal in the second stage, the meaning stage, is to discover why the event
happened and to give it meaning. Research on the reactions of trauma victims suggests that a major strategy in their recovery is a search for some meaning behind the
trauma (e.g., Horowitz, 1985; Janoff-Bulman, 1989). This meaning may come from two
sources—identifying causes of the trauma (e.g., “I didn’t lock my door” or “I made a
bad choice in dating partners”) or some positive impact the event had on their lives
(e.g., greater spiritual growth, better understanding of life). Similarly, the injured person in the relationship also begins to look for the meaning behind the event, such as
a deeper understanding of the partner’s motives and the relationship as a whole. This
meaning helps the victims regain some sense of control over their lives. If they know
“why” the transgression happened, it gives them the ability to try to prevent it from
happening again, and it may give them the sense of safety needed to approach a decision to forgive, which happens in the next stage, moving on.
Again, similar to trauma victims, in this recovery or moving on stage, the injured
person must move beyond the event and stop allowing it to control his or her life. In
the current conceptualization, forgiveness involves moving on by giving up the control that negative affect can have over the injured person’s thoughts and behaviors
and by giving up the right to punish the partner. In this theory, the injured person
must also reevaluate the relationship and reach a decision regarding whether he or
she wishes to continue with the relationship. Forgiveness does not require reconciliation. Furthermore, forgiveness does not require that anger disappear completely. More
likely, the emotions and thoughts associated with the event will recur; however, these
thoughts and feelings are no longer as severe or as disruptive as they once were.

REVIEW OF THE THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
ON FORGIVENESS AND COUPLES TREATMENT
As yet, treatment-outcome studies on the use of forgiveness in couples therapy are
still scarce, although the concept of forgiveness is quite prominent in the clinical
and theoretical literature. In general, forgiveness has been empirically evaluated as
a therapeutic option for couples therapy in at least three instances: infidelity and
betrayal, marital enrichment, and increasing the quality of co-parenting following a
divorce. In this section, we will review the existing literature, the theories underlying
the treatments, and the research fi ndings in each of these areas.

Infidelity and Major Betrayals
Integrative Forgiveness-Based Treatment for Infidelity. Based on the forgiveness
model we described earlier in this chapter and elsewhere (Gordon & Baucom, 1998;
Gordon, Baucom, & Snyder, 2004), we have developed and evaluated a treatment based
on this model and on empirical evidence from our basic research (Gordon et al., 2004;
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Snyder, Gordon, & Baucom, 2004). The fi rst stage of the treatment aids the couple in
developing skills to contain and regulate their negative emotions and to discuss more
effectively with each other the impact that infidelity has had on themselves and their
relationship. Thus, the fi rst several sessions use well-established cognitive-behavioral
strategies (Epstein & Baucom, 2002) to deal primarily with helping the couple to (a)
set appropriate boundaries around themselves individually and as a couple, (b) manage their emotions, and (c) express and identify their reactions to the impact of the
infidelity. In the second stage, the therapy integrates more insight-oriented as well as
cognitive techniques (Snyder, 1999) as the partners attempt to understand why the affair happened and examine both current and developmental issues within themselves
and in their relationship that may have contributed to the affair. The developmental
aspect of this treatment often is critical. The injured and participating partners often
already know or have access to information about their relationship that may have influenced the participating partner’s decision to have an affair; however, they are often
unaware of deeper or unacknowledged needs or motives from their partner’s past history that may be impacting their current behaviors. Gaining this new understanding
often results in an increase in compassion for the partner and tolerance of his or her
flaws. Thus, our treatment is designed to help the couple to (a) explore these factors in
a neutral, supportive, and structured environment; (b) develop empathy and understanding for each other to the extent possible; and (c) attempt to alter any negative or
problematic issues that they pinpoint as contributing influences to the person’s decision to have an affair.
Finally, in the third stage, the treatment again becomes more present- and futurefocused, which in turn calls for more cognitive-behavioral strategies. As the couple
begins to understand why the affair happened, they need to evaluate the viability
of their relationship, its potential for change, and their commitment to work toward
change. In addition, the process of forgiveness becomes a focus of intervention. The
therapist explains to the couple how they have been progressing through the forgiveness process as they have gone through this treatment. Their misconceptions of and
resistance to forgiveness are examined, and any blocks to this process are addressed.
This treatment then helps them to evaluate important aspects of their relationship in
order to reach a well-considered decision about whether they wish to continue their
marriage. Depending on this decision, the couple either continues to work on rebuilding their relationship or receives the therapist’s support and guidance as they work
through the necessary issues of terminating the marriage. The latter course retains
efforts toward increased understanding and forgiveness of traumatic events in the
marriage in order to move on in their individual lives.
We have conducted a replicated case study that allowed us to explore in depth the
efficacy of our integrative treatment designed to help couples recover from an affair
(Gordon et al., 2004; Snyder et al., 2004). Six couples entered and completed treatment.
By the end of treatment, the majority of these couples were less emotionally distressed
(e.g., less posttraumatic stress symptomatology or less depression, as measured by the
Beck Distress Inventory) and less maritally distressed, and the injured partners reported
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greater forgiveness regarding the affair. Five of the six couples showed clinically significant changes on measures of forgiveness, demonstrating that this treatment was
able to shift the injured partners’ levels of forgiveness of the affairs significantly in the
intended direction. The treatment effect sizes for the group were comparable to those
of other empirically supported marital treatments and were significantly greater than
the average effect sizes for wait-list controls across marital treatment-outcome studies
(Baucom, Hahlweg, & Kuschel, 2003). However, a third of the couples did not respond
as favorably to treatment, and group-mean data showed some deterioration in marital
satisfaction and depression scores from posttest to 6-month follow-up. Couples showing
less favorable response were those in which one or both partners exhibited enduring
individual, emotional, or behavioral difficulties independent of the affair (e.g., features
of a borderline or antisocial personality disorder).
Decision-Based Forgiveness Treatment for Infidelity. DiBlasio (2000) has developed
a unique decision-based forgiveness intervention for couples based on the premise
that forgiveness, or at least the decision to forgive, can take place in a single session.
He suggests that this cognitive decision to forgive leads to shifts in emotional reactions to the betrayal and quickly to more emotional peace, whereas forgiveness driven
primarily by emotions leaves a client powerless and at the mercy of time. Although
DiBlasio also acknowledges that forgiveness often does take time, he defi nes decisionbased forgiveness as:
The cognitive letting go of resentment, bitterness, and need for vengeance. By this
defi nition, emotional readiness is not a factor in the decision process. There is a separation of reason from feelings in making the forgiveness decision, followed by an act
of will. (DiBlasio, 2000, p. 150)

There are 13 steps involved in DiBlasio’s decision-based forgiveness for infidelity
(DiBlasio, 1998, 2000). The fi rst three steps involve defining decision-based forgiveness,
discussing its benefits, and preparing the ground for the decision. Then each partner
is given the opportunity to seek forgiveness for his or her own wrongful actions, the
intent of which is to create an atmosphere of personal accountability. During this step,
DiBlasio suggests that therapists must attend to their clients’ expectations concerning
how their partners should respond and help each person avoid coercive attempts to
make his or her partner admit behaviors that the individual sees as wrong.
The couple then takes turns going through steps 4–12. During these steps, the offense is stated, the offender provides an explanation for his or her behavior, and the
reasons for this behavior are further explored, as are the offended person’s reactions.
Following these steps, offenders are encouraged to be empathic about the effects of
their behaviors on their partners and to develop a plan to stop or prevent the behaviors. Then the offended partners are asked to recognize the offenders’ emotions—such
as guilt, shame, or fear—about the offense or the effects of the offense, which can be
facilitated by either tracing patterns back to offenders’ childhoods or by the offended partners identifying their own failures in their relationships. The next two steps
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involve recognizing the “choice and commitment involved in letting go” (DiBlasio,
2000, p. 155) and a formal ritual of seeking and granting forgiveness between partners.
Finally, the last step consists of a ceremonial ritual or act that symbolizes the couple’s
commitment to forgiveness and decision to let go of the pain of the betrayal.
These steps are accomplished within a lengthy (2- to 3-hour) single treatment
session. Although DiBlasio acknowledges that many therapists would find this framework too compressed to address an issue as complex as an extramarital affair adequately, he also argues that the forgiveness session may be an early step that would
then facilitate more traditional therapy to heal the relationship completely. Similarly,
he responds to criticisms that forgiveness is more a process than a decision by suggesting that his decision-based treatment also is a process, albeit a process that unfolds in a very short period of time.
Recently, DiBlasio (2003) presented preliminary fi ndings on a treatment outcome
project examining the efficacy of this treatment. Couples were randomly assigned to
three groups: a secular, forgiveness-based group; an alternative treatment group; and
a no-treatment control group. Couples were also allowed to choose the option of entering an explicitly Christian forgiveness group. Results showed no difference between
the secular forgiveness and alternative treatment group and trends toward greater improvement in forgiveness and contentment when comparing the secular forgiveness
group and the no-treatment control. Statistically significant differences in forgiveness, marital satisfaction, and individual contentment outcomes were found comparing the Christian forgiveness-based group with the no-treatment control. However,
because this group was not randomly assigned to this treatment, it is unclear whether
these differences were due to the treatment or to a systematic selection bias in the
type of couple who would choose this treatment.
A Contextual Model of Families and Forgiveness. Hargrave has developed a theoretical framework of forgiveness for use in family and couples therapy that has received
some empirical support. Hargrave’s (1994) model suggests that forgiveness involves a
response to a violation of an innate sense of justice or a disruption between the implicit
balance of give (obligations) and take (entitlements) inherent in healthy family functioning. He further suggests that the betraying member—the one who disrupts this
balance and violates the justice standard—has likely experienced a violation of trust
in a prior relationship and consequently feels justified in enacting hurtful behaviors
within the current relationship. As a result, the betrayed partner faces the realization that the betraying family member may not be reliable or trustworthy, which can
engender a number of emotional reactions, such as rage and shame. If this injustice is
not satisfactorily resolved, betrayed individuals are likely to carry the results forward
into new relationships and thus play out their own roles of destructive entitlement in
their own family relationships. Forgiveness is theorized to be an effective method to
end the cycle of intergenerational transmission of discord and betrayal.
Thus, Hargrave posits that the work of forgiveness in families is made up of both
exonerating and forgiving in an attempt to right injustice and rebalance the ratio of
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obligations and entitlements in the family system. Exonerating includes gaining insight into and understanding of the motive behind the betrayal. The increased insight
gained in this “station” of forgiveness allows the individual to become aware of how
familial patterns are repeated and to understand or “identify with the victimizer’s
position, limitations, development, efforts, and intent” (Hargrave & Sells, 1997, p.44).
On the other hand, forgiving involves the injured person engaging in an overt act of
forgiving, which involves direct discussion between the victimizer and victim about
developing a new, trustworthy relationship in the future. In addition, forgiving also
might involve giving the offender the opportunity for compensation, such as allowing
the victimizer to engage in a series of behaviors designed to show increased signs of
trustworthiness. Thus, exoneration appears to be cognitive in nature, whereas forgiving is more behavioral. Hargrave emphasizes that these components are not stages
that people progress through in succession; instead, he hypothesizes that people vary
between these strategies as they forgive.
Some empirical evidence exists for the use of this model in group therapy with
couples. Sells, Giordano, and King (2002) developed a protocol for group couples therapy based on Hargrave’s theoretical framework, in which couples received modules in
empathic listening, conflict resolution and anger management, and forgiveness. The
treatment lasted for 8 sessions over 8 weeks. The forgiveness modules involved three
components: (a) expression of relational injury, (b) setting goals surrounding regaining trust and achieving insight, and (c) focusing on the group’s spontaneous reactions
to the materials given for homework. Participants were five couples recruited from
a large private-practice agency; it was unclear whether these couples were specifically recruited for the occurrence of a betrayal. Results indicated that couples were
successful in acquiring and, to some extent, retaining forgiveness skills at 3-month
follow-up, and forgiveness was correlated with marital satisfaction and psychological
symptoms. However, these correlations were small, and the researchers noted that
there was an increase in state anger at follow-up, as well as a decline in the forgiveness skills (although these were still higher than pretreatment levels), marital satisfaction, and psychological health, which they interpret as an atrophy effect. The
general conclusions were that forgiveness may be achieved through these group interventions but that couples require a longer period of “reinforcement and support to
form an internal reorientation and sustain the development of new habit[s]” (Sells et
al., 2002, p. 164).

Forgiveness and Marital Enrichment and Prevention Programs
A Pyramid Model of Forgiveness and Reconciliation in Couples Therapy. Worthington and colleagues have developed a pyramid model of forgiveness that hypothesizes
three central components to forgiveness: empathy, humility, and commitment (e.g.,
Worthington, 1998; Worthington & Drinkard, 2000). Empathy between partners regarding each other’s situation is believed to be critical in facilitating a softened
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atmosphere between partners, enabling them to risk forgiving each other. Humility on
the part of each partner also furthers this process by requiring that the hurt partner
acknowledge that she or he is not perfect by recalling times when she or he hurt the
offending partner. Worthington (1998) theorizes that this recognition of human fallibility and of one’s own imperfections brings with it the realization that forgiveness,
which releases the offender from one’s own hate, anger, or retribution, is the just or
fair thing to do; therefore, forgiveness is seen as “the natural response to empathy and
humility” (Worthington, 1998, p. 64). Finally, although an individual might internally experience forgiveness, Worthington suggests that forgiveness lacks a degree of
reality until the individual formally commits to forgiving through overt behaviors.
Based on this model of forgiveness, Worthington has developed a forgiveness intervention described by the acronym REACH. First, the injured individual must recall
the hurt by acknowledging the offense and examining the nature of the injury. The
focus of the intervention then centers on promoting empathy in each partner for the
experience of the other partner. Interventions may include writing a letter from the
other person’s point of view or describing the hurtful events in a session from the
other’s perspective. Third, the partners are invited to give an altruistic gift of forgiveness, in which participants explore times when they have needed and been granted
forgiveness and the impact on them when forgiveness was received. This experience
may achieve the quality of humility by accessing the realization that one is not perfect. It promotes awareness of one’s partner’s suffering as well as a desire to alleviate
that suffering by granting forgiveness. The fourth step in the model is for the partners
to commit verbally to forgive, once the therapist believes that the partners have experienced enough empathy and developed enough humility to take this step. Finally,
the partners are encouraged to fi nd ways in which they can hold on to forgiveness,
because it is inevitable that past hurts will be remembered. In a sense, the couple
is inoculated against these unavoidable recapitulations by the therapist encouraging
them to make the distinction between simply remembering past pain and continuing
to reexperience bitterness and hatred.
Worthington’s pyramid model of forgiveness has been tested in two studies involving interventions (Burchard et al., 2003; Ripley & Worthington, 2002). In both of these
studies, the forgiveness intervention was used either as a preventive measure or as a
means to enrich currently stable marriages; in neither study were couples recruited
for existing betrayals and an expressed need for forgiveness. Ripley and Worthington
(2002) provided an initial test of the pyramid model of forgiveness by comparing two
marital enrichment groups, a HOPE (Handling Our Problems Effectively) communication-based group and a REACH forgiveness-based group, with a no-treatment control, using a wider range of married couples. These components together comprised
what Worthington et al. (1997) termed hope-focused marital enrichment. In Ripley and
Worthington (2002), neither treatment significantly affected self-report measures of
marital quality, communication, or forgiveness. The only difference between the groups
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was that the HOPE treatment created significant improvements in observational measures of couples’ communication.
In the follow-up study (Burchard et al., 2003), 20 newlywed couples were recruited
from the community to participate in an intervention involving couples who met as a
pair with a marriage consultant. The aims were to prevent the development of marital
distress and to enhance their marital functioning. These couples were randomly assigned to one of two marital enrichment programs, HOPE or Forgiveness and Reconciliation through Experiencing Empathy (FREE), or to an assessment-only control. FREE was
based on teaching couples the pyramid model of forgiveness and reasons why forgiveness is important, and on teaching reconciliation skills. Couples practiced the skills under the attention of a consultant. Both of these interventions consisted of four sessions of
about 2–2.5 hours each (9 total hours of consultation) over 3–5 weeks. Results indicated
that both interventions improved the participants’ quality of life posttreatment, whereas
the general quality of life for the control group decreased; however, the hypothesis that
the forgiveness-based intervention would create significantly better quality of life than
the more traditional communication-based intervention was not supported.
Both of the above studies were sequential pilot studies to refi ne the method used
in a larger research effort involving 156 newly married couples. Worthington et al.
(2003) reported preliminary results at a conference. Using the method of Burchard
et al. (2003) but using a 9-month follow up, Worthington et al. reported that both
HOPE and FREE were superior in forgiveness measures and marital satisfaction to assessment-only controls at 1 month posttreatment. On some measures, HOPE reflected
more improvement than did FREE. However, at 9 months posttreatment, FREE was
superior to HOPE, and both were superior to the assessment-only controls on most
measures. In these preliminary results, only self-report measures were analyzed. Behavioral and salivary cortisol data were still being analyzed at that time. Worthington
et al. (2003) showed that the FREE intervention had preventive benefits that showed
up at a longer follow-up after treatment. When couples were followed up within a
month of treatment (i.e., Burchard et al., 2003; Ripley & Worthington, 2002; Worthington et al., 2003, posttest), however, few positive preventive effects of the forgiveness
intervention were found.
In summary, neither of these treatment studies indicated that forgiveness interventions provide a greater general enhancement to marital and individual well-being
over and above a more traditional conflict-resolution approach. However, it should be
noted that these groups were not targeted for specific betrayals. A forgiveness-based
intervention might be more useful for individuals who are currently experiencing a
pressing need to forgive a major betrayal, rather than as a preventive measure. Furthermore, the follow-up periods for two of the treatments were quite short; because
major hurts or betrayals may not have occurred in this time period, the studies’ designs may not give an adequate sampling of the behaviors of interest or an opportunity
for the intervention to demonstrate its effects.
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Forgiveness and Divorce
Rye and colleagues (Rye et al., 2004) have developed an intervention targeting individuals’ experience of anger and bitterness after divorce that is designed to increase their
levels of forgiveness toward ex-spouses. Loosely based on Worthington’s REACH model
and conducted in a group therapy modality, this treatment contained five steps: (a) discussion of feelings of betrayal; (b) coping with anger; (c) forgiveness education, obstacles
to forgiveness, and strategies for achieving forgiveness; (d) self-care and self-forgiveness; and (e) relapse prevention and closure. A sample of 149 divorced individuals was
randomly assigned to a secular forgiveness group, a religiously integrated forgiveness
group (similar to the secular group except that participants were also encouraged to
draw on their spiritual beliefs while working toward forgiveness), or a wait-list control
group that was also similar to a treatment-as-usual group because it allowed individuals
to seek out available community resources. Results indicated that there were significant
intervention effects for levels of forgiveness and depression posttreatment, such that
individuals in the two intervention groups had more self-reported forgiveness and less
depression at the end of treatment. Notably, unlike DiBlasio’s (2003) findings, there were
no differences between the secular and the religious groups on these variables. Rye et
al. (2004) also had friends and family members reporting on the individuals’ levels of
forgiveness. There were no significant intervention effects for these observer ratings.
Furthermore, the participants also completed a measure regarding their forgiveness in
parenting, which essentially assessed how well the participants interacted with their
ex-spouses around parenting issues; again, no significant differences in treatment outcomes for the groups were found on this measure.
Although the findings regarding forgiveness were mixed and were not significant
for parenting, these results still provide partial support, indicating that individuals’
levels of forgiveness toward their ex-spouses can be increased by a relatively brief
intervention. Given the emotional impact that parental conflict after divorce can have
on children (Amato, 1996), any intervention that may reduce the level of that conflict
ultimately might have beneficial effects beyond the individual who is participating.
Consequently, this is an area of forgiveness intervention that deserves more study and
innovation.

Summary
All of these interventions to some degree promote a better understanding of each partner and suggest that this better understanding should consequently lead to increased
emotional empathy. This improved insight and heightened emotional empathy are
considered to be central to the forgiveness process. Furthermore, these interventions
all promote forgiveness as beneficial to the relationship, and some even suggest that
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forgiveness may go beyond ameliorative effects on a relationship to have preventive
effects on marital deterioration.
At the same time, there are several distinctions to be made among these treatments; each model promotes its own “twist” on the forgiveness process. The integrative forgiveness model put forth by Gordon et al. (2004) emphasizes forgiveness
as a necessary reconstructive process after a relational trauma. Thus, their model
highlights individuals’ need to rebuild safety before forgiving by reconstructing disrupted assumptions and achieving cognitive insight into themselves and the relationship. Consequently, their model places less emphasis on compassion between
the partners as a condition of forgiveness, although such compassion may be a frequent consequence of the forgiveness process. Although DiBlasio (2003) lays out a
similar process of forgiveness to the other clinical models, his decision-based model
compresses this process into a shorter time frame and emphasizes mutual seeking
of forgiveness in the beginning phase. Worthington’s (1998) pyramid model places
more weight on empathy and, like DiBlasio’s model, emphasizes mutual fallibility
and need for forgiveness. Finally, Hargrave and Sells (1997) adopt a family systems
approach to forgiveness that acknowledges the intergenerational context of betrayal.
The implications of their model for understanding why betrayals occur might be
clinically very useful through its explication of how interpersonal hurts and styles
of relating may be handed down across generations. However, a problem with this
treatment might arise in the language used to describe the stations of forgiveness; in
particular, the word exoneration could be problematic for some persons because its
connotations may play into preexisting negative stereotypes of forgiveness as excusing or condoning negative behaviors.
At this time, the data remain inconclusive regarding the impact of couples-based
forgiveness interventions. There is some evidence that forgiveness treatments affect
forgiveness (Gordon et al., 2004; Rye et al., 2004; Sells et al., 2002; and possibly DiBlasio, 2003). However, there is only mixed evidence that treatments go beyond forgiveness to affect individual and dyadic functioning; evidence favoring generalized
effects include findings from Gordon et al. (2004), Ripley and Worthington (2002),
Rye et al. (2004), and possibly DiBlasio (2003), whereas evidence against generalized
effects include findings from Sells et al. (2002) and Burchard et al. (2003). It is possible that difference in treatment effectiveness might arise when forgiveness is taught
in a primary prevention context as opposed to a secondary or tertiary intervention.
It seems that the strongest effects occur when forgiveness is addressed in the context
of existing interpersonal hurt; otherwise, the strategies might not have the resonance
necessary for them to be encoded in the couples’ repertoire of responses. At the same
time, it is possible that we could teach individuals to be more forgiving but also possible that new interventions might be needed or longer follow-ups required to capture
these interventions, effects as suggested by Worthington et al.’s (2003) long-term follow-up findings.
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NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
More, More, More
Research in this area is still in its infancy. Although the studies reviewed here are a
promising start, more and higher quality trials are needed. All of the existing studies are plagued by methodological flaws that make it difficult to assess their efficacy
adequately, let alone the effectiveness of these interventions. For example, studies
often have a low sample size or no control groups, or the participants are not randomly assigned to treatments. Although the study on forgiveness after divorce by Rye
et al. (2004) was exemplary in many ways, the authors did not specify their means of
recruiting couples. Whether individuals were recruited specifically for forgiveness
interventions might have introduced a selection bias with the unintended artifact
that these programs are working only because people want them to work—that is,
participants are already predisposed to forgive by choosing an intervention that is
advertising forgiveness. If this is true, what about individuals who are adamantly opposed to forgiveness? Can or should we help them to forgive as well?

Divorce
As noted earlier, a particularly promising line of research is the study of forgiveness
to decrease the bitterness and conflict that occurs between parents after divorce. Although Rye and colleagues (2004) were unable to show changes in parenting behaviors posttreatment, more targeted interventions that explicitly discuss how lack of
forgiveness may affect parenting and, consequently, the family as a whole or that involve both spouses participating in the same intervention might yield more powerful
results. Because conflict after divorce is a particularly damaging phenomenon, efforts
targeting this problem are worthy of greater attention. Forgiveness interventions may
have considerable potential in this area.

What Works for Whom?
We do not yet know which forgiveness interventions work best with which individuals or couples. DiBlasio’s (2003) data suggest that religiously based forgiveness interventions may be quite efficacious for individuals who choose that modality. However,
what type of intervention works best for a bitter, angry partner who is not spiritually
oriented and bristles at the mere mention of forgiveness? Our own intervention with
couples struggling with infidelity was less successful with emotionally dysregulated
individuals. Such couples might benefit from more emotion-focused treatments or a
combination of individual treatment focusing on emotion regulation as well as conjoint
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therapy. Finally, forgiveness interventions may not be effective as preventive strategies but instead may be more applicable to individuals who are in the throes of interpersonal trauma or betrayals.

CONCEPTUAL CONFOUNDS
Forgiving one’s partner for failing to pick up the dry cleaning is not the same as forgiving one’s partner for infidelity or even a major betrayal of a personal confidence to
a friend. All of these instances of forgiveness are likely to be important in the healthy
functioning of a relationship, yet the forgiveness process is likely to be different for
each one. A great deal more emotional work is required to respond to a major interpersonal betrayal, whereas a simple attributional shift (from “my partner doesn’t care
about my needs” to “my partner was busy and forgot about the errand but still cares”)
may be required to deal with the dry-cleaning incident. Thus, it may be that talking
to premarital couples about how to deal with the daily hurts and irritations may be
efficacious, but it is not effective to teach them in advance how to deal with major
betrayals and hurts because the kind of major effort involved in helping partners
overcome these severe difficulties does not lend itself well to brief preventive group
interventions.
Moreover, when conducting forgiveness interventions in couples therapy, what is
an optimal forgiveness outcome? As Ripley and Worthington (2002) note, measures
that assess only “unforgivingness,” such as revenge and anger, may not adequately
capture the entire range of forgiveness. Is forgiveness simply the absence of negatives, or does it necessarily contain positive elements such as reconciliation, compassion, or wishing one’s partner well? It is likely that the answers to such questions are
complex and that the definition of optimal forgiveness might vary depending on the
situation. Forgiveness may be more adequately conceptualized as multidimensional
or as involving diverse types or modalities. For example, one type of forgiveness may
be high on positive affect (reconciliation, compassion for partner, wishing him or
her well) and low on negative affect (revenge, anger, rumination); by comparison, in
other situations, such as when a partner is likely to reengage in the hurtful behavior,
an optimal forgiveness outcome might be moderate positive affect (compassion for
the partner and wishing him or her well but without reconciliation) and low negative
affect (no wish for revenge or rumination and moderate anger). Finally, in the case of
a continuing abusive situation, low positive affect (no compassion, little wishing him
or her well, no reconciliation) but also low negative affect (no revenge or rumination,
moderate anger) might be the most realistic goal. Indeed, recent research indicates
that women residing in a domestic violence shelter who are highly forgiving of their
partners are more likely to intend to return to them (Gordon, Burton, & Porter, 2004).
Encouraging reconciliation or even compassion for the partner may not always be an
appropriate intervention.
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CONCLUSIONS
If allowed only one word to describe the state of research on forgiveness interventions
in couples therapy, that word would be beginning. If allowed two words to describe
this state of affairs, the words would be reasonable beginning. Finally, if allowed
three words to capture our progress, they would be reasonable beginning only. Incorporating forgiveness in couples interventions and interventions after divorce shows a
great deal of promise; however, as a field, we still have far to go before that potential
is fully realized.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

But Do They Work?
A Meta-Analysis of Group
Interventions to Promote
Forgiveness
Nathaniel G. Wade
Everett L. Worthington, Jr.
Julia E. Meyer

W

hen people are seriously hurt by others, they often seek help from professional or friendship helpers to resolve the problems these hurts create. Several models of explicit forgiveness-promoting interventions from a variety of
perspectives have been explored experimentally (see Table 26.1). Are such interventions effective at promoting forgiveness? If so, what are the active ingredients of these
interventions?

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
First, forgiveness can be understood by what it is not. Many in this volume agree that
forgiveness is not condoning, forgetting, accepting, justifying, excusing, or overlooking the event. Nor is it reconciling (Worthington & Drinkard, 2000). Furthermore,
forgiveness is not merely reducing unforgiveness. We have defined unforgiveness as a
combination of delayed emotions, including resentment, bitterness, hatred, hostility,
anger, and fear, that develops after ruminating about a transgression and can motivate desires for retaliation against or avoidance of the offender (Worthington & Wade,
1999). We have shown experimentally that people can lower unforgiveness without
reporting they have forgiven (Wade & Worthington, 2003). Instead, we define two
types of forgiveness (Exline, Worthington, Jr., Hill, & McCullough, 2003; Worthington, 2003). Decisional forgiveness is a behavioral intention statement to forswear one’s
revenge and avoidance (unless it is unsafe to interact with the offender) and to release
423
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the offender from the social debt incurred by the wrongdoing. Emotional forgiveness
is the replacement of negative emotions with positive, other-oriented emotions. Thus,
emotional forgiveness leads to a reduction in the uncomfortable or negative emotions
and motivations associated with unforgiveness and might yield an increase in positive regard toward the offender (although that is usually limited to ongoing close
relationships). This definition differs from the practice of some interventionists, who
focus solely on reducing unforgiveness. Even when researchers endorse a definition
of forgiveness involving both a reduction in unforgiveness and an increase in positive, other-oriented emotions, they often measure only reduced unforgiveness and
assume that people forgave. Although this assumption is theoretically dubious, when
an explicit effort has been made to promote forgiveness, the assumption is more tenable. As a result, because we are reviewing interventions, we consider reductions in
unforgiveness and promotion of forgiveness synonymous for this review.

REVIEW AND META-ANALYSIS OF THE EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
The large majority of studies have investigated the efficacy of interventions provided
in group formats. A few studies of forgiveness interventions with individuals exist.
We limit our analysis to forgiveness interventions provided in group formats. We focus on the (a) efficacy of interventions to promote forgiveness, (b) shared techniques
used by the interventions, and (c) efficacy as a function of the time spent on various
shared techniques, or components.

Method
Procedure. Intervention studies seeking to promote forgiveness in a group setting
were identified by searching PsycINFO (www.apa.org/psycinfo), using keywords
such as forgive and forgiveness interventions. Interventions were also identified from
psychology conferences and from Web pages of known forgiveness researchers. Interventions were included if they describe a group program to help people forgive and
report analyses of outcome data intended to measure the degree of reduced unforgiveness or increased forgiveness the participants held for the offenders. We included
journal articles, conference presentations, unpublished manuscripts, and doctoral
dissertations. In several situations, a study investigated two or more types of groups
to promote forgiveness. Each unique group was included separately. Two dissertations
were omitted because they reported only subscales of the outcome variable (Enright
Forgiveness Inventory [EFI]; Subkoviak et al., 1995), not the overall scores. Enright,
Rique, and Coyle (2000) urged researchers not to use the subscales as stand-alone
measures because the subscales alone can distort the assessment of forgiveness. As of
July 2004, 39 forgiveness interventions, 10 alternate treatments, and 16 no-treatment
control groups from 27 studies fit the criteria (see Table 26.1).
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2.67 (.8)

2.76 (0.8)

204.2 (47.7)

221.6 (44.1)

86.6 (9.8)

101.5 (14.4)

90.7 (13.1)

Mean (SD)
post

23

185.5 (18.2)

7

Lin (2001) support

Luskin & Thoresen (1998) treatment

237.5 (49.7)
174.7 (58.7)

7

Lin (1998) perspective taking

224.8 (39.2)

12

Lin (1998) treatment

36.4 (13.2)

Lin (2001) treatment

15

Jackson (1998) control

39.5 (12.8)

14
13

Jackson (1998) treatment

169.0 (87.0)

11

Humphrey (1999) control

166.3 (86.6)

3.75 (.7)

30

Hart & Shapiro (2002) spiritual
intervention
9

3.32 (0.7)

Humphrey (1999) treatment

167.4 (36.5)

5
31

Hart & Shapiro (2002) secular
intervention

121.6 (65.5)

Mean (SD)
pre

Forgiveness measure

.68

.38

1.00

.44

.60

–.08

2.20

.10

1.03

.60

1.84

.09

—

—

.61

—

.12

—

2.43

—

.20

—

.91

—

.40

.70

—a
.53

—

—

—

.38

—

1.4

.73

.87

1.79

.39

1.17

–.30

—a
1.21

ES II

ES I

FT

NT

FT

NT

FT

AT

FT

AT

FT

NT

FT

NT

FT

FT

FC

FT

NT

FT

AT

FT

FT

Group
Type I

F

N

F

N

F

F

F

P

F

N

F

N

F

F

F

F

N

F

P

F

P

Group
Type II

Means and Standard Deviations With Effect Sizes and Time for Each Intervention Condition

n Post

Study

TABLE 26.1.

900

0

540

0

360

720

720

780

1800

0

720

0

1155

480

1200

1200

0

480

480

480

240

Total
time
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47.4 (10.9)
23.1 (9.4)
23.2 (7.7)
20.2 (9.8)
13.4 (4.7)
13.8 (6.7)
15.3 (5.4)
203.2 (36.1)
208.7 (52.7)
58.4 (15.0)
68.8 (13.2)
68.3 (14.6)
14.5 (4.2)
17.5 (6.9)
15.2 (8.1)
47.4 (8.2)
50.2 (7.9)
48.6 (11.6)
41.5 (3.7)
41.6 (4.6)
44.9 (3.6)

35
21
13
17
40
6
6
8
8
8
28
30
28
20
19
19
49
50
50

Mean (SD)
pre

17
30

n Post

241.5 (30.4)
246.7 (84.7)
74.9 (18.2)
57.7 (13.5)
55.8 (16.6)
12.9 (4.8)
14.7 (7.2)
11.3 (9.8)
62.0 (7.9)
64.8 (7.8)
50.8 (10.6)
47.4 (3.1)
47.1 (4.0)
43.9 (3.3)

15.2 (5.6)
1.15
.54
.99
–.83
–.64
.34
.39
.42
1.74
1.78
.19
1.69
1.26
–.27

–.02

–.19

–.29
.88

23 (8.7)
18.25 (5.5)
12.3 (8.0)

.42

.18
.12

ES I

20 (7.1)

49.6 (12.5)
22 (8.1)

Mean (SD)
post

Forgiveness measure

–.08
—
1.10
.13
—
–.20
–.39
—
1.18
1.47
—
1.09
.87
—

—

–.45

—
.53

.38

—
.12

ES II

FT
AT
FT
AT
NT
FT
AT
NT
FT
FC
NT
FT
FC
NT

NT

FC

NT
FT

FC

FT
FT

Group
Type I

F
F
F
F
N
F
F
N
F
F
N
F
F
N

N

P

N
F

P

F
P

Group
Type II

1080
1080
720
720
0
360
360
0
540
540
0
720
720
0

0

480

0
480

60

900
60

Total
time

Means and Standard Deviations With Effect Sizes and Time for Each Intervention Condition (continued)

Luskin & Bland (2001) HOPE 2
McCullough & Worthington (1995)
interpersonal
McCullough & Worthington (1995)
self-enhancement
McCullough & Worthington (1995) control
McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal
(1997) empathy
McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal
(1997) self-enhancement
McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal
(1997) control
Osterndorf (2000) treatment
Osterndorf (2000) confl ict resolution
Park (2003) treatment
Park (2003) skillstream
Park (2003) control
Ripley & Worthington (2002) FREE
Ripley & Worthington (2002) HOPE
Ripley & Worthington (2002) control
Rye & Pargament (2002) secular
Rye & Pargament (2002) religious
Rye & Pargament (2002) control
Rye et al. (2004) secular
Rye et al. (2004) religious
Rye et al. (2004) control

Study
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159.6 (60.1)
168.4 (68.4)
187.6 (61.3)
268.3 (36.7)
229.2 (62.3)
36.6 (9.6)
33.5 (12.2)
37.4 (12.4)
33.0 (12.6)
31.7 (13.8)
32.3 (13.4)
187.3 (60.2)
164.1 (55.4)
227.7 (19.5)
235.8 (16.9)
28.8 (11.1)
34.3 (12.3)
36.8 (13.2)
31.4 (11.3)
34.6 (10.4)
28.8 (10.8)
30.2 (11.4)
30.3 (9.6)

30
30
36
17
15
25
25
26
24
41
26
13
12
80
10
23
19
13
9
27
29
23
26

.17
.43
.14
.40
.14
.18
.04

31.2 (10.9)
29.7 (10.1)
30.4 (10.2)
28.4 (10.9)
28.3 (9.4)
28.9 (9.5)

.51
.48
–.17
.62
.21
.43
.59
.39
.24
.37
.20
1.01
.28
.29
.03
.14

32.2 (11.3)

192.2 (65.1)
203.7 (74.9)
177.1 (63.0)
291.3 (37.6)
243.9 (75.2)
32.2 (10.0)
28.9 (10.4)
30.3 (11.0)
30.2 (10.2)
26.8 (13.4)
29.6 (13.4)
253.5 (70.7)
183.5 (79.0)
233.7 (22.0)
236.4 (14.9)
28.4 (9.8)

.00
—

–.14
—
–.20
–.06

–.22

.24
.39
—
.81
—
–.22
.06
–.06
–.05
.22
—
.94
—
–.12
—
.13

FC
NT

FT
NT
FT
AT

FC

FT
FC
NT
FT
AT
FT
FT
FT
FT
AT
NT
FT
AT
FT
NT
FC

P
N

P
N
P
P

P

F
P
N
F
P
F
P
P
P
P
N
F
P
P
N
P

120
0

120
0
120
120

130

360
360
0
360
360
360
360
360
360
360
0
650
650
60
0
130

Note: ES I (effect size) was measured as a standardized mean gain (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001, p.44), using pre and post scores for each intervention group (including control groups). ES II (effect size) was measured with standardized mean difference scores (Lipsey & Wilson,
2001, p. 48), comparing treatments with their control groups at posttest. Group Type I was coded as FT = forgiveness treatment, FC = forgiveness-focused comparison, AT = alternate treatment, and NT = no treatment. Group Type II was coded such that F = full intervention
(whether forgiveness or not), P = partial intervention, and N = no treatment. Total time is the duration of the intervention (in minutes).
a
No data were collected at pretest with which to compute ES as with others in this column.

Sandage (1997) empathy
Sandage (1997) self-enhancement
Sandage (1997) control
Van Loon (1997) treatment
Van Loon (1997) human relations
Wade (2002) REACH
Wade (2002) REAXX
Wade (2002) RXXCH
Wade (2002) RXXXX
Wade (2002) stress reduction
Wade (2002) control
Waltman (2003) treatment
Waltman (2003) support
Worthington et al. (2000) S1, treatment
Worthington et al. (2000) S1, control
Worthington et al. (2000) S2,
workshop + specific
Worthington et al. (2000) S2,
workshop + general
Worthington et al. (2000) S2, workshop
Worthington et al. (2000) S2, control
Worthington et al. (2000) S3, forgiveness
Worthington et al. (2000) S3, public
commitment
Worthington et al. (2000) S3, both
Worthington et al. (2000) S3, control
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Means, standard deviations, and sample sizes for each treatment group were collected from results sections or from the primary authors to calculate effect sizes. The
method sections of these articles and the treatment manuals were used to determine
what types of materials, exercises, and techniques were used to promote forgiveness.
We adopted a theoretical frame to summarize the content of the interventions. The
two obvious candidates were Enright’s (2001) and Worthington’s (2001) models because each was involved in multiple studies. However, neither model incorporated
all the observed contents, so we added two categories (i.e., defining forgiveness and
overcoming unforgiveness) to Worthington’s (2001) five components. This resulted in
a seven-component taxonomy plus a generic “other topics” category for analyzing the
contents of the interventions (see Table 26.2). This taxonomy was used to categorize
all the techniques that were reported in the interventions.

TABLE 26.2.

Mean timea
(SD)
rb
N

Summary of Amount of Time Spent on Each Component and Correlations
With Overall Effect Sizes for Forgiveness
D

R

E

A

C

H

OU

Total

26.2
(32.0)

41.0
(53.6)

39.5
(52.7)

21.0
(29.0)

30.6
(41.7)

12.7
(25.3)

19.1
(38.8)

396.4
(391.9)

.56*

.60*

.64*

.52*

.62*

.44*

.53*

.52*

63

63

63

63

63

63

63

63

43.8
(31.1)

73.5
(56.7)

68.2
(54.9)

37.3
(32.9)

50.8
(46.0)

21.7
(30.0)

277
(42.3)

542.3
(388.2)

rb

.37

.43

.51*

.32

.52*

.29

.44*

.43

n

37

37

37

37

37

37

37

37

Mean timec
(SD)

Note: D = defi ning forgiveness, R = recalling the hurt, E = empathizing with the offender, A = acknowledging one’s own offenses, C = committing to forgive, H = holding on to forgiveness, OU = overcoming
unforgiveness.
a
Includes all intervention groups, treatment and no-treatment control (analyzed using zero as the time
spent). Time is provided in minutes.
b
Correlation represents the relationship between the before and after effect size of a given study (see
Table 26.2) and the amount of time that study spent on a given component.
c
Includes only treatment and comparison groups that specifically attempted to promote forgiveness (FT
and FC groups; see Table 26.1).
*p < .006, Bonferroni-corrected alpha level for each set of correlation analyses (.05/8).

Once components were identified, the amount of time spent on each was estimated from the available written material. In some cases, time estimates of individual
components were not provided by the researchers. In these situations, we estimated
the time spent on individual components by dividing the total time of the session
by the number of components covered in that session. Because manuals and method
sections were not always fully explicit, measurement error for the time dimension
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creates some uncertainty about our results. However, we believe that these estimates,
if correctly understood, can provide a guideline for understanding the relationship
between the time spent intervening with individual components and efficacy.
Measures. There was variation of measures used across the different studies. The
most popular measures of forgiveness were the EFI (Subkoviak et al., 1995) and the
Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motivations Inventory (TRIM; McCullough et al.,
1998). The EFI is a 60-item self-report questionnaire. Items are rated on 6-point Likert scales. Scores range from 60 to 360. Higher scores indicate more forgiveness. The
TRIM is a 12-item self-report questionnaire. Items are rated on 5-point Likert scales.
Scores range from 12 to 60. Higher scores indicate more unforgiving motivations (i.e.,
less forgiveness).
Another measure used was the Rye Forgiveness Scale (RFS; Rye et al., 2001). The
RFS is a 15-item, 5-point, Likert-scale self-report questionnaire. Scores range from 15
to 75. Higher scores indicate more forgiveness. The Wade Forgiveness Scale (WFS;
Wade, 1989) is an 83-item, 5-point, Likert-scale self-report measure. The WFS has
nine subscales with total scores ranging from 83 to 415; higher scores indicate more
forgiveness. The last measure of forgiveness was a proxy measure taken from the
Estrangement subscale of the Interpersonal Distance Scale (IDS; Luskin & Thoresen,
1998). Although not originally intended to measure forgiveness, the IDS was hypothesized to measure forgiveness that would be associated with interpersonal outcomes
such as reconnecting with offenders. Lower scores of estrangement indicate more forgiveness.

Results and Discussion
Analyses. We used meta-analytic techniques to explore the efficacy of the identified interventions and to compare the interventions across the different measures
of the outcome variable. Two forms of effect sizes were calculated for each intervention group (if the data were available), using methods outlined by Lipsey and Wilson
(2001). The fi rst effect size, which is reported in Table 26.1 but not discussed in the
text, compared the differences in the means of the outcome measure at postintervention between the treatment group and its associated control group (a between-group
effect size). This effect size represented the difference between the treatment and control groups following the intervention and was calculated by making an adjustment to
Cohen’s d that controls for the bias of sample size. We did not discuss these findings
in the text for two reasons. First, the types of control groups differed across studies;
some were comparison groups, and others were untreated test-retest controls. This
makes the comparisons of effect sizes based on these differences problematic. Second, we wished to avoid the difficulties inherent in postmeasurement-only designs.
Without a control for pretest scores, it is impossible to know whether the groups were
truly comparable prior to the intervention. This is particularly problematic in designs
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using non- or partially random selection or assignment with smaller samples, which
was often the case in the studies reviewed.
The second form of effect size (standardized mean gain score) compared the preintervention score with the postintervention score for each of the groups, treatment
and control (a within-groups effect size). This measure of effect was corrected for the
correlation between measurement times, which can unrealistically inflate the effect
size. The correlation of the measurement times was calculated from raw data (where
available) and estimated from published test-retest reliabilities of the outcome measures. The directions (positive or negative) of the effect sizes have all been modified so
that positive effect sizes represent positive changes in forgiveness (increasing forgiveness or decreasing unforgiveness).
Enright’s Group. Enright and the Human Development Study Group (1991) developed a 17-step model of forgiveness that has been the basis for interventions in 10
separate studies. However, two of these studies did not include measurement of the
outcome variable prior to the intervention, due to concerns that a questionnaire about
forgiveness might be confounded with the intervention (Al-Mabuk, Enright, & Cardis,
1995; Study 1; Hebl & Enright, 1993). The 17-step model has been used with elderly
women (Hebl & Enright, 1993) and with college students who felt that their parents
were emotionally neglectful (Al-Mabuk et al., 1995). In Study 1, Al-Mabuk et al. (1995)
used only a portion of the full intervention model. They did not find significant differences between the treatment and control groups. However, the interventions that
used the full 17-step model reported that the treatment group showed more forgiveness than the control group.
The 17-step model was eventually expanded to a 21-step model and has been applied in a wide variety of adult populations. Van Loon (1997) investigated the Enright
et al. (1991) model with clergy struggling with interpersonal issues. Osterndorf (2000)
used the model as the basis for an intervention with adult children of alcoholics. Lin
(2001) studied the model’s effectiveness with individuals in a drug rehabilitation center. Waltman (2003) explored the effects on male veterans with heart problems. These
studies found that participants receiving the forgiveness interventions reported more
forgiveness than support-based comparison groups. However, in a comparison of an
adapted Enright model and a “spiritual” intervention based on the 12-step model of
Alcoholics Anonymous for people in recovery from chemical dependency, Hart and
Shapiro (2002) reported that the spiritually based intervention resulted in more forgiveness than the adapted Enright intervention. It is not surprising that these participants responded better to an intervention that was connected to something they knew
well, a 12-step program.
Enright’s forgiveness intervention model has also been used with adolescent populations, with varied degrees of success (Freedman & Knupp 2003; Lin 1998; Park
2003). In applications with older adolescents in Taiwan (Lin, 1998) and adolescent
girls in Korea who were victims of aggression (Park, 2003), participants reported more
forgiveness following the intervention than the comparison conditions. Freedman
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and Knupp (2003), however, did not fi nd differences between treatment and control
groups in a sample of Midwestern junior high students. These discrepancies could be
due to the length of treatment (longer in the former studies) and limited sample sizes
(smaller in the latter study). However, enough evidence has amassed to suggest that
this model of intervening has considerable promise in multiple settings.
Worthington’s Group. A second set of interventions derives from a model developed
by McCullough and Worthington (1995; McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997).
The Pyramid Model to REACH Forgiveness delineates five steps toward forgiving a
specific harm or offense (for a review of the contents of this model and the others
described in this chapter, see Wade & Worthington, 2004). Eight studies have applied
this model to help participants forgive a variety of interpersonal offenses. Similar to
Al-Mabuk et al. (1995), Worthington’s colleagues have investigated their model, attempting to determine which components are most effective.
Four studies have investigated the full REACH model (Jackson, 1998; McCullough
et al., 1997; Ripley & Worthington, 2002; Wade, 2002). Each of these four treatments
resulted in moderate to strong effects for helping participants overcome their unforgiveness across time and were more effective than no-treatment controls. Still, in several studies, the full model was compared to other conditions. It is unclear whether
the full model is more effective than the comparison conditions. In McCullough et
al. (1997), REACH was more effective than deciding to forgive. But in Ripley and
Worthington (2002) and in Wade (2002), REACH did not differ from a communicationbased intervention and combination of components, respectively.
Five studies representing nine treatment groups and five control conditions used
an early version of the REACH model that focused on only three (REA) of the five
steps (McCullough & Worthington, 1995; Sandage, 1997; Worthington et al., 2000).
Four versions of the REA psychoeducational groups illustrated that small gains in
forgiveness are possible in brief interventions of 1–2 hours. In tests of the full REACH
model, effect sizes for pre- to postchange range from .35 to .95. This suggests that 6to 8-hour psychoeducational interventions produce modest gains in forgiveness that
may be more clinically significant than shorter interventions (or than partial treatments), which produce gains between .12 and .40. However, from this research it is
still not clear whether the specific forgiveness interventions are more effective than
comparison treatments.
Rye’s Group. Rye and Pargament (2002) examined the differences in efficacy of a
secular versus a religiously integrated forgiveness intervention (using religious concepts and terminology to describe forgiveness). The two treatment groups promoted
more forgiveness over time than did a wait-list control group. Rye and his colleagues
(2004) extended their initial intervention from 9 hours to 12 hours and investigated
its efficacy with divorced individuals. Participants in the treatment groups reported
greater degrees of forgiveness for their ex-spouses than did participants in the control
group. Rye’s model shows great promise. The four intervention groups have effect
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sizes from before to after that range from 1.28 to 1.86. The distinctive elements of Rye’s
approach include (a) investigating religiously tailored groups, (b) focusing on failed
relationships, and (c) working toward self-forgiveness. Rye’s approach also incorporated relaxation and was longer on average than the other intervention programs.
Luskin’s Group. Luskin and his colleagues have conducted four separate forgiveness
intervention studies, although none of them are yet published. In two of the intervention studies, they compared forgiveness interventions that included instruction and
practice in relaxation, meditation, and guided imagery, and drew heavily from cognitive behavioral and rational emotive therapy techniques with no-treatment control
groups (Luskin & Thoresen, 1998; Luskin et al., 2001). In the fi rst study, Luskin and
Thoresen (1998) found no differences between the treatment and control conditions.
However, in an investigation of a much larger sample, Luskin et al. (2001) demonstrated that their forgiveness intervention produced more forgiveness than did a notreatment control group. Besides investigations, Luskin and Bland (2000, 2001) used
a similar intervention for participants from Northern Ireland who had lost someone
close to them due to murder. The intervention lasted for 15 hours over a 1-week period and took place in California. In the fi rst study, participants reported increases in
forgiveness from before to after. On average, participants in the second study did not
become more forgiving.
Similar to Luskin’s group, Humphrey (1999) incorporated the use of meditation
and relaxation to help people deal with interpersonal injuries. Nine people participated in a forgiveness intervention implemented through audiotapes (approximately
18 hours within 8 weeks) that participants listened to at home. Although Humphrey’s
study did not use a pure group format, participants met together on three occasions
for 1 hour each and completed the same intervention protocol. Compared with a waitlist group, participants in the forgiveness group were not significantly more forgiving
over time, although the effect size was larger. This may have been a result of low statistical power due to the small sample size.

Meta-Analyses
Effect Sizes. Effect sizes for each intervention, calculated as described above, are
listed in Table 26.1. First, we coded the interventions into separate groups for comparison. Interventions were coded as either forgiveness treatment (FT, if the intervention
was based on a forgiveness model and explicitly attempted to promote forgiveness);
forgiveness comparison treatment (FC, if it used an alternate method to promote forgiveness, such as Hart & Shapiro’s [2002] 12-step groups); alternate comparison treatment (AT, if a treatment did not intend to specifically promote forgiveness, such as
Ripley & Worthington’s (2002) communication-based marriage enrichment group); and
no-treatment groups (NT, if the participants were assessed but did not attend an intervention, including wait-list controls). We then calculated mean effect sizes weighted
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by the inverse of the variance, as described in Lipsey and Wilson (2001). Forgivenessoriented treatments, both theoretically-grounded (FT, ES = .57, 95% confidence interval
[CI] = .51 to .63) and those used for comparison purposes, (FC, ES = .43, CI = .33 to .53),
had the highest effect sizes and were not significantly different. Alternate comparison
treatments (AT) were significantly less effective than FT at producing forgiveness but
not less effective than FC (ES = .26, CI = .16 to .36). Treatments of any kind (FT, FC, and
AT) were more effective than no treatment (ES = .10, CI = .04 to .16).
Next, we compared full interventions (forgiveness or not) and groups that were
partial treatments or used no treatments (see Table 26.1). Interventions were coded as
partial if they were a comparison group in a component analyses study, were early
(partial) versions of a forgiveness treatment, were alternate comparison groups intended as placebo groups (such as general discussion or support groups), or were onecomponent interventions. The mean weighted effect size for full interventions was
.77 (CI = .70 to .84); for partial interventions, .28 (CI = .22 to .34); and for no treatment,
.10 (CI = .04 to .16). All intervention types had a mean ES > 0. The full interventions
had larger effect sizes than did the partial. Both had larger effect sizes than did no
treatment.
In both of the above analyses, theoretically grounded, comparison, and full interventions were the most effective. It is important to note that these analyses did not
control for the potential confound of time with the forgiveness or full interventions.
(These interventions were often longer in duration than were the comparison groups.)
Therefore, we conducted two hierarchical weighted (by the inverse variance) regression analyses on the effect sizes to determine whether there was a difference beyond
the effects of time (a) between forgiveness, two types of comparison (FC and AT), and
no treatment groups; and (b) between full, partial, and no interventions. Because we
conducted two analyses, we set the alpha at .025 (.05/2). For each regression, total time
spent on the intervention was entered in step 1, and the comparisons were entered in
step 2. To determine overall model fit, we used the QR statistic, which is the regression
sum-of-squares with degrees of freedom equaling the number of predictors and significance determined from the chi-square table (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). To determine
significance of the change in R² from step 1 to step 2, we tested the difference between
QR at steps 1 and 2 (ΔQR ), using the number of predictors at step 2 as the degrees of
freedom. Following Lipsey and Wilson (2001), individual predictors were analyzed
for significance by correcting the standard errors of the nonstandardized regression
coefficients (B), using the mean square residual as a divisor. The corrected standard
error was then used to divide B to create a z-test.
In the fi rst regression, time was entered at step 1 and was a significant predictor of
effect size, R² = .33, QR (1) = 151.92, p < .001. As expected, the z-test of the corresponding B was significant (z = 17.54, p < .001). In step 2, type of treatment was dummy coded, with FT used as the reference category. The overall model was significant at step
2, as was the change in R², ΔR² = .06, ΔQR (4) = 29.38, p < .01, indicating that the four
group categories (FT, FC, placebo, and no treatment) predicted treatment effectiveness
beyond time spent on the intervention. Analyses of the nonstandardized regression

RT9491_C026.indd 433

5/13/05 10:44:33 AM

434

Handbook of Forgiveness

weights supported the results above: Explicit FT promoted more forgiveness than did
AT (z = 3.57, p < .01) or NT (z = 4.48, p < .01); FT was no more effective than FC.
In the second regression, time was entered at step 1. At step 2, the intervention
type (full, partial, or none) was dummy coded and entered with full interventions as
the reference group. The addition of step 2 again was significant, ΔR² = .13, ΔQR (3) =
57.037, p < .001. Analyses of the regression coefficients indicated that partial interventions (z = –5.26, p < .01) and no-treatment groups (z = –5.74, p < .01) had significantly
lower effect sizes than did full interventions, even after controlling for the effect of
the duration of the intervention.
These regression analyses indicate that even when controlling for the amount
of time spent on treatment, explicit forgiveness versus general treatments and full
versus partial interventions are more helpful for promoting forgiveness. This might
suggest that the contents plus the coherence—fully integrated versus components—
make interventions more successful. One note of caution regarding the above regression equations must be cited. Statisticians have argued that in meta-analyses models
should be specified (i.e., residual variance of the model should be no more than would
be expected from sampling error), and conclusions on unspecified models should
be tentative (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Each of the regression models above was unspecified, meaning there was more variance in the residuals than was expected by
sampling error. Thus, the results should be taken with caution until substantiated by
future research.
Correlations Between Effect Size and Time Spent. Time spent on the individual
component techniques was calculated as described earlier. Many researchers used
the same components to promote forgiveness. For example, most interventions defined forgiveness (87%), encouraged recalling the hurt (95%), and helped participants empathize with the offender (89%). Two of the components were used much
less frequently—promoting maintenance of (or holding on to) forgiveness (53%) and
overcoming unforgiveness (37%). To determine whether the time spent on particular
components was related to forgiveness outcomes, bivariate correlations were computed between the amount of time an intervention spent on a given component and effect
size (see Table 26.2). Time spent on each component was significantly correlated with
effect size.
These results could possibly be an artifact of the inclusion of groups that did not use
any of the components and so were coded with zero as the time spent. Such groups had
smaller effect sizes, as seen in the previous analyses. Therefore, we computed the same
correlations using only those groups that explicitly attempted to promote forgiveness (FT
and FC from Table 26.1) to see whether particular components were more strongly related
to forgiveness outcomes in explicit forgiveness intervention models. In these analyses, the
pattern of results changed substantially. The only components significantly related to effect size were empathizing with the offender, committing to forgive, and overcoming unforgiveness by using strategies such as relaxation or anger management (see Table 26.2).
Not even overall time was significantly related to outcome. However, excluding studies
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in this way reduced our power. Thus, although some relationships were not statistically
significant, they may be clinically significant.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
Are Forgiveness Interventions Stronger Than Placebo or Alternate Treatments? What
seems clear from the research is that the simple passage of time, although mildly effective, is not as effective as an explicit intervention. In each analysis, forgiveness
interventions and alternate treatments outperformed no-treatment controls. Although
forgiveness interventions may be more powerful than the passage of time, are specific
forgiveness-promoting interventions more effective than other, alternate treatments?
What roles do common curative factors (e.g., empathic listening, social support, catharsis) play in promoting forgiveness? Is it important to intervene in specific “forgiveness-promoting” ways to help people overcome their hurts? This meta-analysis
provides some support for the specific effectiveness of explicit forgiveness interventions for promoting forgiveness. However, many of the studies we reviewed did not
use strong control groups. Rather, they provided alternate treatments that were more
“attention control” than bona fide treatment. Those that did use strong controls did
not find a difference (e.g., Hart & Shapiro, 2002; Ripley & Worthington, 2002; Wade,
2002, stress reduction). In addition, this meta-analysis explored only the effects on
self-reported forgiveness and not psychological symptoms. It is important that future
research compare forgiveness treatments with strong alternatives—not mere placebos—and examine the effects on psychological symptoms in addition to achievement
of forgiveness.
Does Any Particular “Forgiveness-Promoting” Intervention Really Matter? If using
explicit forgiveness interventions is more effective than general treatments, the next
logical question would be which explicit interventions are the most effective. A few
studies reviewed in this chapter compared different methods of promoting forgiveness
(e.g., Hart & Shapiro, 2002) and found no differences. Additionally, in the few component analyses that have been conducted, no specific method of intervening appears
to be better than another. However, our analyses indicated that perhaps empathizing
with offenders, committing to forgiveness, and overcoming feelings of unforgiveness
are more effective components (with recalling the offense considered potentially important as well). These conflicting results could be clarified with further studies that
examine the effective elements of explicit forgiveness interventions.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
Along with the amount of time spent intervening, specified programs or techniques
of forgiving also have a valuable role. First, explicit forgiveness interventions appear
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to promote forgiveness more than general treatments. This implies that for therapists
to help clients as fully as possible, it may be necessary to introduce forgiveness explicitly. However, clinical caution must be exercised. All the clients in these interventions gave their consent to receive forgiveness interventions prior to the start of
the intervention. It is uncertain whether these findings will apply to clients already
in psychotherapy, some of whom might not value forgiving. Some initial evidence
suggests that explicit forgiveness interventions with actual clients may help promote
forgiveness and reduce psychological symptoms (Wade, Bailey, & Shaffer, 2004). However, the nuances of how, when, and with whom to intervene to promote forgiveness
are still uncertain.
Second, full interventions were more predictive of larger effects than were either
partial or no treatments, even when controlling for time. This suggests that providing
a coherent treatment, rather than a smattering of disjointed interventions, may lead
to better outcomes.
Third, several of the components appeared to be related to larger effects. Clinicians might assist clients the most by promoting an active commitment to forgive.
Commitment to forgiveness took on two primary functions in the interventions (see
Wade & Worthington, 2004). They attempted to help clients commit to trying to forgive (commit to the process of forgiveness) and commit to the forgiveness that they
achieved during the intervention. Helping clients to empathize with their offenders
also appears to be an effective component, which is supported by previous research
on empathy (McCullough et al., 1997). Again, however, caution and sound clinical
judgment are needed to determine how and when one seeks to promote empathy for
an offender such that the client is not victimized further by a perception of being
judged or a misunderstanding that the client should reconcile with the offender.

CONCLUSION
The data appear to speak clearly: Forgiveness interventions are effective. However,
beyond that conclusion, ambiguity and uncertainty exist. Data suggest that specific forgiveness interventions are helpful beyond time spent intervening and beyond
common curative factors. However, it is unclear whether forgiveness interventions
are helpful in real-life clinical settings, such as adjuncts to traditional therapy, or
whether forgiveness interventions can lead to better mental and emotional health
over time. The research is promising, but thus far clinical science has not established
forgiveness interventions as clearly helpful beyond other modes of bona fide therapy.
Other issues—such as cost-effectiveness, effects on relationships, effects on health,
and match to type of clientele—still need to be addressed.

RT9491_C026.indd 436

5/13/05 10:44:34 AM

Forgiveness Intervention Meta-Analysis

437

REFERENCES
*Al-Mabuk, R. H., Enright, R. D., & Cardis, P. A. (1995). Forgiveness education with love-deprived late adolescents. Journal of Moral Education, 24, 427–444.
Enright R. D. (2001). Forgiveness is a choice: A step-by-step process for resolving anger and
restoring hope. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.
Enright R. D., & the Human Development Study Group. (1991). The moral development of forgiveness. In W. Kurtines & J. Gerwirtz (Eds.), Handbook of moral behavior and development (Vol. I, pp. 123–152). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Enright, R. D., Rique, J., & Coyle, C. T. (2000). The Enright Forgiveness Inventory user’s manual.
Madison, WI: International Forgiveness Institute.
Exline, J. J., Worthington, E. L., Jr., Hill, P. C., & McCullough, M. E. (2003). Forgiveness and
justice: A research agenda for social and personality psychology. Personality and Social
Psychology Review 7, 337–348.
*Freedman, S., & Knupp, A. (2003). The impact of forgiveness on adolescent adjustment to parental divorce. Journal of Divorce and Remarriage, 39, 135–165.
*Hart, K. E., & Shapiro, D. A. (2002, August). Secular and spiritual forgiveness interventions for
recovering alcoholics harboring grudges. Paper presented at the annual convention of the
American Psychological Association, Chicago, IL.
*Hebl, J. H., & Enright, R. D. (1993). Forgiveness as a psychotherapeutic goal with elderly females. Psychotherapy, 30, 658–667.
*Humphrey, C. W. (1999). A stress management intervention with forgiveness as the goal. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Union Institute, Cincinnati, OH.
*Jackson, R. E. (1998). Reducing shame through forgiveness and empathy: A group therapy approach to promoting prosocial behavior. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, CA.
*Lin, W. (2001). Forgiveness as an educational intervention goal within a drug rehabilitation
center. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Wisconsin-Madison.
*Lin, W. N. (1998). Forgiveness as an intervention for late adolescents with insecure attachment
in Taiwan. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Wisconsin-Madison.
Lipsey, M. W., & Wilson, D. B. (2001). Practical meta-analysis. London: Thousand Oaks.
*Luskin, F., & Bland, B. (2000). Stanford-Northern Ireland HOPE-1 project. Unpublished manuscript, Stanford University, Palo Alto, CA.
*Luskin, F., & Bland, B. (2001). Stanford-Northern Ireland HOPE-2 project. Unpublished manuscript, Stanford University, Palo Alto, CA.
*Luskin, F., & Thoresen, C. (1998). Effectiveness of forgiveness training on psychosocial factors
in college-aged adults. Unpublished manuscript, Stanford University, Palo Alto, CA.
*Luskin, F., Thoresen, C, Harris, A., Benisovich, S., Standard, S., Bruning, J., et al. (2001). Effects of group forgiveness interventions on perceived stress, state and trait anger, symptoms of stress, self-reported health and forgiveness. Unpublished manuscript, Stanford
University, Palo Alto, CA.
McCullough, M. E., Rachal, K. C., Sandage, S. J., Worthington, E. L. Jr., Brown, S. W., & Hight,
T. L. (1998). Interpersonal forgiveness in close relationships: Theoretical elaboration and
measurement. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 1586–1603.

RT9491_C026.indd 437

5/13/05 10:44:35 AM

438

Handbook of Forgiveness

*McCullough, M. E., & Worthington, E. L. Jr. (1995). Promoting forgiveness: A comparison of
two brief psycho-educational interventions with a waiting list control. Counseling and
Values, 40, 55–68.
*McCullough, M. E., Worthington, E. L., Jr., & Rachal, K. C. (1997). Interpersonal forgiving in
close relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73, 321–336.
*Osterndorf, C. L. (2000). Effects of a forgiveness education intervention with adult children of
alcoholics. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Wisconsin-Madison.
*Park, J. (2003). Validating the effectiveness of a forgiveness intervention program for adolescent female aggressive victims in Korea. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of
Wisconsin-Madison.
*Ripley, J. S., & Worthington, E. L., Jr., (2002). Comparison of hope-focused communication and
empathy-based forgiveness group interventions to promote marital enrichment. Journal of
Counseling and Development, 80, 452–463.
Rye, M. S., Loicono, D. M., Folck, C. D., Olszewski, B. T., Heim, T. A., & Madia, B. P. (2001).
Evaluation of the psychometric properties of two forgiveness scales. Current Psychology,
20, 260–277.
*Rye, M. S., & Pargament, K. I. (2002). Forgiveness and romantic relationships in college: Can
it heal the wounded heart? Journal of Clinical Psychology, 54, 419–441.
*Rye, M. S., Pargament, K. I., Pan, W., Yingling, D. W., Shogren, K. A., & Ito, M. (2004). Forgiveness and divorce: Evaluation of an intervention to break the cycle of pain. Manuscript
submitted for publication, University of Dayton, OH.
*Sandage, S. J. (1997). An ego-humility model of forgiveness. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Virginia Commonwealth University, Richmond.
Subkoviak, M. J., Enright, R. D., Wu, C. R., Gassin, E. A., Freedman, S., Olson, L. M., et al.
(1995). Measuring interpersonal forgiveness in late adolescence and middle adulthood.
Journal of Adolescence, 18, 641–655.
*Van Loon, P. C. (1997). A cognitive development intervention for clergy: Forgiveness education.
Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Northern Illinois University, Dekalb.
*Wade, N. G. (2002). Understanding REACH: A component analysis of a group intervention to
promote forgiveness. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Virginia Commonwealth University, Richmond.
Wade, N. G., Bailey, D., & Shaffer, P. (2004, August). Forgiveness in therapy: Prevalence and
outcome data. Paper presented at the annual convention for the American Psychological
Association, Honolulu, HI.
Wade, N. G., & Worthington, E. L. Jr. (2003). Overcoming interpersonal offenses: Is forgiveness
the only way to deal with unforgiveness? Journal of Counseling and Development, 81,
343–353.
Wade, N. G., & Worthington, E. L., Jr. (2004). In search of a common core: A content analysis
of interventions to promote forgiveness. Manuscript submitted for publication, Iowa State
University, Ames.
Wade, S. H. (1989). The development of a scale to measure forgiveness. Unpublished doctoral
dissertation. Fuller Graduate School of Theology, Pasadena, CA.
*Waltman, M. A. (2003). The psychological and physiological effects of forgiveness education
in male patients with coronary artery disease. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Wisconsin-Madison.
Worthington, E. L., Jr. (2001). Five steps to forgiveness: The art and science of forgiving. New
York: Crown Publishers.

RT9491_C026.indd 438

5/13/05 10:44:36 AM

Forgiveness Intervention Meta-Analysis

439

Worthington, E. L., Jr. (2003). Hope-focused marriage. Recommendations for researchers and
church workers. Journal of Psychology and Theology, 31, 231–239.
Worthington, E. L., Jr., & Drinkard, D. T. (2000). Promoting reconciliation through psychoeducational and therapeutic interventions. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 26,
93–101.
*Worthington, E. L., Jr., Kurusu, T. A., Collins, W., Berry, J. W., Ripley, J. S., & Baier, S. B. (2000).
Forgiving usually takes time: A lesson learned by studying interventions to promote forgiveness. Journal of Psychology and Theology, 28, 3–20.
Worthington, E. L., Jr., & Wade, N.G. (1999). The social psychology of unforgiveness and forgiveness and implications for clinical practice. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology,
18, 358–415.
*Indicates a study used in the meta-analyses.

RT9491_C026.indd 439

5/13/05 10:44:36 AM

RT9491_C026.indd 440

5/13/05 10:44:36 AM

Part Seven

SOCIETAL ISSUES
INVOLVING FORGIVENESS

RT9491_C027.indd 441

5/13/05 10:44:55 AM

RT9491_C027.indd 442

5/13/05 10:44:56 AM

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Constructive Rather Than
Harmful Forgiveness,
Reconciliation, and Ways
to Promote Them After Genocide
and Mass Killing
Ervin Staub

INTRODUCTION TO FORGIVENESS, RECONCILIATION,
AND PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS

T

here is little empirical research or theory on forgiveness after intense violence
between groups or between individuals who have harmed each other acting as
members of their groups (but see Byrne, 2003a, 2003b; Hewstone et al., in press;
Quinn, 2003; Staub, 2004; Staub & Pearlman, 2001, 2004; Staub, Pearlman, Gubin, &
Hagengimana, in press; Worthington, 2001). In considering forgiveness after genocide
or mass killing, I will draw on our work in Rwanda. That work involved both formal
research and observations in the course of a series of interventions between 1998 and
2004 that aimed to promote healing, reconciliation, and forgiveness in the aftermath
of the 1994 genocide (Staub, 2000, 2004; Staub & Pearlman, 2001, 2004; Staub, Pearlman, & Miller, 2003; Staub et al., in press). In that genocide, the majority Hutus killed
about 700,000 Tutsis and about 50,000 Hutus because they saw them as opposing the
genocide, as political enemies, or for other reasons. The killings were done by part of
the army, by paramilitary groups composed of young men, and by neighbors. In some
mixed families, even relatives participated (Des Forges, 1999; Mamdani, 2002; Prunier, 1995). Obviously, forgiveness after such violence is intensely difficult. What kind
of forgiveness is “constructive” versus potentially harmful after a genocide? What
avenues or practices promote it?
Research findings show that after more severe experiences with violence, people
are less ready to forgive (Subkoviak et. al., 1995). In Northern Ireland, people who
443
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themselves, their relatives, or the neighborhoods they lived in experienced more violence were less willing to forgive (Hewstone et al., in press). While it is the experience
of violence that is likely to matter most, the actual amount of violence is incomparably
greater in a genocide than it was in Northern Ireland, where about 3,000 people were
killed in a 40-year period (Cairns & Derby, 1998). In genocides, usually hundreds of
thousands if not millions of people are killed.

Definitions of Forgiveness and Its Relationship to Reconciliation
When groups continue to live together after intense violence between them, reconciliation is crucial for the prevention of new violence. Without it, violence is likely to
resume (de la Rey, 2001; de Silva & Samarasinghe, 1993; Staub, 2004). One reason for
the importance of forgiveness is to help improve the lives of victims; another is its
supposed relationship to reconciliation (Arthur, 1999; Hayner, 1999; Lederach, 1998;
Shriver, 1995; Staub, 2004; Staub & Bar-Tal, 2003; Staub & Pearlman, 2001).
A strong relationship between the two concepts/processes is suggested by their
definitions. McCullough, Fincham, and Tsang (2003) see central elements of forgiveness as change from negative emotions and thoughts about the offender, such as anger,
resentment, and the desire for revenge, to more positive, benevolent ones. This definition overlaps with the defi nition of reconciliation my associates and I have offered
(see Staub, 2000, 2004; Staub & Bar-Tal, 2003; Staub & Pearlman, 2001, 2004). One
version of this is the following:
Reconciliation may be defi ned as mutual acceptance by groups of each other. The
essence of reconciliation is a changed psychological orientation toward the other.
Reconciliation means that victims and perpetrators, or members of hostile groups,
do not see the past as defi ning the future . . . [that they] . . . come to see the humanity
of one another, accept each other, and see the possibility of a constructive relationship (Staub & Pearlman, 2001; Staub & Bar-Tal, 2003). This defi nition is consistent
with other defi nitions that focus on restoring a damaged relationship and on both the
processes involved and the outcomes (de la Rey, 2001; Kriesberg, 1998a, b; Lederach,
1997). (Staub, 2004, p. 8)

A change from a negative to a more positive, benevolent orientation to the other seems
a core component of all definitions of forgiveness (see also Worthington, 2001).
Although the literature clearly suggests that the other party has a role in forgiveness, for example, by apologizing or asking for forgiveness, still forgiveness can be
one-sided—a change in the harmed party. In contrast, the essence of reconciliation is
mutuality—a change in both parties. However, I see beneficial, constructive forgiveness, especially after genocide and when people who were harmed continue to live
next to or have contact or a relationship with perpetrators, as requiring acknowledgment of harmdoing by perpetrators, empathy for the victims, and expressions of
regret. Without this, forgiveness can be harmful rather than beneficial. Such feelings
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and actions require significant change in the perpetrators and, in the case of mass
violence, in other members (supporters, passive bystanders) of the perpetrator group.
Forgiveness and reconciliation can both vary in degree. The two processes seem
intertwined. Some degree of forgiveness, of letting go of fear and anger, may be required for reconciliation to begin. In continuing relationships, it is likely that reconciliation has to proceed before deep forgiveness can occur. Deep forgiveness is the
end of a process and of a continuum ranging from anger, hostility, even hatred and
the desire for revenge, to understanding the other’s actions, acceptance of the other,
and an ultimate form of acceptance. The influences I will describe as promoting constructive forgiveness also promote reconciliation. Given the overlapping defi nitions
and my argument about the essential role of mutuality after genocide, it may be that
reconciliation, which is inherently mutual, should be the primary process to focus on
after genocide, with forgiveness as an aspect of it.

Some Views of Forgiveness in Rwanda: Religion, Authority, Culture,
and Genocide
I conducted informal interviews in Rwanda, asking people what forgiveness is, whether it is possible after the genocide, and what may be required for it to occur.
What is the cultural/societal background to forgiveness in Rwanda? Rwandans
are a religious people, mostly Christian and predominantly Catholic, a religion in
which forgiveness is a deeply held value (Auerbach, 2004). Religiousness has been
assumed to promote forgiveness. However, Hewstone et al. (in press), did not fi nd this
in Northern Ireland. There religion was the basis of conflict, and religious authorities
often supported the violence. This is the case in many instances of group violence.
According to Quinn (2003), not to forgive those who belong to other religions is explicit in the Koran because religions draw a line between those who follow the true
faith and those who do not. Religiousness may not contribute to and may even inhibit
forgiveness when perpetrators are members of another religious group.
In Rwanda, many people who work in the community to promote reconciliation,
many of them Tutsis, have strong religious beliefs. In addition, the government actively promotes reconciliation. The government also promotes the notion that the division
between Hutu and Tutsi was imposed on the people by Belgian colonialists, that no
differences exist, and that all the people in the country are Rwandans. Talking about
Hutus and Tutsis is discouraged. Implicit in this is the need to forgive.
At the same time and in contrast, there are trials of perpetrators of the genocide in
the international court set up for Rwanda, in regular Rwandan courts, and in special
courts—the gacaca, where perpetrators are tried by groups of elected judges in front
of and with the participation of local communities (Honeyman et al., 2004; Staub,
2004). Moreover, taking revenge is deeply embedded in Rwandan culture. Revenge is
a family duty. Proverbs advocate and express the obligation for revenge.
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Adding to this complex picture in Rwanda, when a person is asked to forgive, he
or she is supposed to forgive. We have seen and heard of instances in Rwanda when,
presumably due to the cultural norm, perpetrators asked for but did not receive immediate expressions of forgiveness, they responded with anger (see Formative Research
Report, 2004).
In response to the question, “What is forgiveness?” an army Colonel said (paraphrased from my informal interviews in Rwanda), “Forgiveness is necessary. We cannot live by revenge. We can’t live in the past. We must look to a positive future. To
bring about forgiveness requires that we discuss the issues between us.” Two boys,
13 and 14 years old, whose Tutsi family, refugees from Rwanda, returned after the
genocide, agreed that to forgive means to give people a second chance. They also said
(paraphrased from my informal interviews in Rwanda), “You cannot forgive people
who have killed. They would kill again. If the killers have been punished, you can
forgive them but only if they have changed. And one can only judge that from their
actions. Hutus who did not kill one can forgive. But maybe one does not even have to.
They did not do anything.”
The most complex information about forgiveness came from several writers of
radio programs. One informant said, “Perpetrators have to ask forgiveness. They must
say ‘I recognize what I have done and I am sorry.’ Then the victim is responsible to
give forgiveness. Only those who have been saved by God can forgive without being
asked.” It is relatively rare that those who forgive will give up anger and feel benevolent toward the perpetrator. It seems that this writer sees forgiveness as usually more
form than substance.
Another writer said that when people cannot do anything against the perpetrator, in order to forget what happened they say, “I forgive.” Real forgiveness, the writer
continued, comes after answering several questions. Did a person who killed have
enough time to think before acting? Did the person really plan the actions? Was the
person sent by others? How was this person affected by his or her actions? In apparent
reference to the powerful role of authorities and obedience to them in Rwanda, this
respondent said, “Finding that the person was sent by people he is not in agreement
with would contribute to forgiveness.” This respondent’s son was killed by a neighbor.
She told him, “I forgive you, because I realize you did not do it in your own behalf.”
(Interestingly, immediately after this, the neighbor moved away.) Forgiving gave her
relief. This consideration of the context of perpetration as important in forgiveness is
consistent with our fi ndings about the importance of understanding the roots of violence, as discussed later in this chapter.

Constructive Versus Harmful Forgiveness: Mutuality and Evolution
Forgiveness as a unilateral rather than mutual process can have harmful effects (Perlman, 2002). Victimization creates wounds, as well as an imbalance in the relationship
between victim and perpetrator (Berscheid, Boye, & Walster, 1968). It diminishes the
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status of the former in relation to the latter in the eyes of harmdoers and of people
in general. After one-sided perpetration, as in a genocide—in contrast to mutual and
relatively equal group violence, as in some intractable conflicts—when the two groups
continue to live together, as in Rwanda, forgiveness without mutuality can be destructive. It supports impunity, offers acceptance without effort and change by perpetrators, and may make violence by them more likely. The more perpetrators acknowledge
their actions and the harm they have created, assume responsibility, express regret
and apologize, show empathy and concern for the pain and suffering of the victims,
and offer money or compensatory action as reparation, the more they help survivors
feel safe, affi rm their worth, and balance the relationship. After genocide, it is probably necessary to punish the planners and the perpetrators of the most heinous acts
as individuals, and for the group as a whole to be forgiven.
Regret and apology are important but may be transitory. For forgiveness to be
“deserved,” for it to affi rm the survivors and create balance, and for it to be part of
a genuine change in relations that make violence by former perpetrators less likely,
compensatory actions are also important. Genocide usually evolves progressively. Important changes occur along the way in perpetrators as individuals and as a group.
However, beneficial changes are also gradual. To an important extent, people learn by
doing. People change as a result of their own actions and others’ responses to them
(Staub, 1989, 2003). Initial positive actions by former perpetrators can result in a positive cycle of interactions and lead to more genuine regret and deeper forgiveness.
Unilateral forgiveness enhances the imbalance. It accepts impunity. Descriptions
of their acts by perpetrators without indications of regret appear to harm survivors
(see also Byrne, 2003a, 2003b; and Gibson, 2002, on the role of perceptions of justice).
Members of the perpetrator group who did not participate in perpetration may greatly
contribute to forgiveness and reconciliation by acknowledging the harm done by their
group and apologizing for its actions.

Genuine and Superficial Forgiveness
Some of my informants in Rwanda indicated that people may say they forgive because
they believe they are expected to by religion, authorities, or cultural custom. Genuine
rather than superficial forgiveness requires significant psychological change. Religion
and authorities may but do not necessarily promote the processes that bring these about.
Limited procedures that guide people to make a decision to forgive do not work
(see McCullough & Worthington, 1995). The more that procedures engage people in
processes theoretically considered important, the more successful they have been (Enright & Coyle, 1998; McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997; see chapter 26 by Wade,
Worthington, and Meyer). Apparently, people have to engage in an extended, deep process—even if harm is limited, as in much of the forgiveness research, and certainly
when harm is as extreme as in a genocide. The influence of authority or the authority of religion is ongoing and continuous. However, if people simply obey authorities

RT9491_C027.indd 447

5/13/05 10:44:59 AM

448

Handbook of Forgiveness

rather than engage with processes that create change, they may develop two separate
systems—one a way of talking and expressing forgiveness when expected, the other a
way of thinking and feeling. Genocide and mass killing create a permanent imprint,
like a fault line or cleavage in the earth. This can probably heal over but is not erased.
In the face of new conflict and threat driven by extreme ideas—destructive ideologies
(Staub, 1989)—that activate memories of past experiences and deep feelings, the cleavage opens up. Neighbors come to kill neighbors again. Deep change in attitude toward
the other person makes this less likely.

Who Is to Be Forgiven?
When members of one’s family have been killed, the perpetrators are potential recipients of forgiveness. Other potential recipients include perpetrators as a group, passive
bystanders, and the whole group of which the perpetrators are members. Although
it was evident to us in Rwanda that Tutsis hold both individual perpetrators and the
Hutus as a group responsible, most Tutsis fi nd forgiving members of the group who
were not actual perpetrators to be the easiest. Given that they are usually the great
majority, this is essential for reconciliation.
Forgiving people who harmed oneself or one’s family is partly an individual or
family process. The other kinds of forgiveness can be either individual or group processes. But what does it mean to forgive as a group? Is it a matter of how many individuals in the group forgive? Is it a matter of forgiveness by leaders? Can leaders forgive
in the name of the group? Leaders and group actions expressing forgiveness are likely
to promote forgiveness by group members. But unless individuals experience genuine
forgiveness with a change in leadership and circumstance, negative attitudes, anger,
and persisting desire for revenge are likely to come to the fore.
Identification with a group (Hewstone et al., in press), increased by shared suffering, may interfere with forgiveness. One of my students, a mother of three young
children, came to my office one day and broke down crying. In applying course material to her life in her papers, she began to understand her parents and to forgive them
for the abuse she has suffered as a child. But she felt that she thereby betrayed her
similarly abused, hurt, and angry siblings. Leaders forgiving in the name of a group
may lessen such feelings of betrayal by individuals who forgive.

Benefits of Forgiveness After Mass Violence
Research indicates that forgiveness helps relieve the pain and distress of those who
have been harmed, injured, or victimized by other individuals. The beneficial changes
include enhanced self-respect; more positive mental states not dominated by negative
thoughts and resentment; improved emotional states with less anger, anxiety, depression and guilt; and the ability to pursue constructive goals in place of revenge (see
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chapter 21 by Toussaint & Webb). These benefits are similar to what one would expect
in people who are healing from emotional traumas (Herman, 1992; McCann & Pearlman, 1990; see chapter 22 by Noll). Healing from the trauma created by victimization
is an important avenue to forgiveness. Forgiveness, in turn, may promote healing.
A significant potential benefit of forgiveness is its contribution to reconciliation.
Forgiveness means acceptance, which can lessen the perpetrators’ defensiveness. It
can make it less likely that they engage in violence motivated by fear of revenge and
more likely that they acknowledge the harm they have done. Small changes in survivors may initiate changes in perpetrators, leading to a positive cycle. Forgiveness can
also make contact in working for shared goals possible. Anger, hostility, and unforgiveness (Worthington, 2001) interfere with the possibility of such contact. Forgiveness can also contribute to the creation of a shared history, which is essential to avoid
future violence (discussed later in this chapter).

REVIEW OF THE THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE
Apology, Acknowledgment of Harm, Regret, Sorrow, and Empathy
As reviews of research on forgiveness by individuals indicate, apology or a show of
remorse facilitates forgiveness (Weiner, Graham, Peter, & Zmuidinas, 1991). Is this
also the case after intense violence between groups?
In one study (Byrne, 2003a), Black survivors in South Africa who testified before
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) were exposed to different “accounts”
of their actions given by perpetrators. These survivors suffered brutal violence either
to themselves or to close relatives—torture, murder, acts as extreme as children or
adults burned to death. Survivors were exposed to justifications, excuses, or apologies, offered not by the perpetrators who harmed them but by other perpetrators testifying in front of the Commission. Their anger was reduced more by excuses (e.g., “I
had to follow orders given”) and apologies (e.g., “I am sorry”) than by justifications
(e.g., “We were at war”). Apologies had numerically slightly greater effects.
In all three conditions, more survivors said they would not forgive than said they
would forgive. Among those who said they would forgive, excuses and apologies were
more likely to lead to forgiveness, consistent with past research (Hewstone, et al., in
press; Subkoviak, et al., 1995). People gave the severity of the acts and lack of remorse
as reasons for not forgiving. In addition, the apology in the study consisted only of
perpetrators saying they were sorry and was not directed at participants. Apology
may be regarded as a summary term for acknowledgment of harm done, assumption of
responsibility for it, expression of seemingly genuine regret, sorrow for the harm one
has caused, and empathy for the victims—each important in its own right.
These emotions and actions are, however, extremely rarely shown by perpetrators
of group violence. Perpetrators defend themselves from shame, guilt (Staub, 2004),
and the feeling that their actions placed them outside the moral order (Nadler, 2003).
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They surround themselves with a psychological shield, maintaining that their actions
were justified by the need to defend themselves against their victims or by “higher
ideals” of ideologies that perpetrators usually adopt (Staub, 1989, 2004; Staub & Pearlman, 2001; Staub et al., 2003). In the healing and reconciliation section that I moderated at a New York Times Internet conference in 1995, members of each ethnic group
in the former Yugoslavia blamed the other groups for the conflict. Hewstone et al. (in
press) found that members of both Protestant and Catholic paramilitary groups in
Northern Ireland saw their actions as justified at the time and were less likely than
other members of their group to ask for or give forgiveness.
Very few perpetrators in front of the TRC did more than describe their actions,
which was a requirement to be considered for amnesty. But confessing to extremely violent deeds without apparent regret causes renewed pain for survivors (Byrne,
2003a, 2003b). In Rwanda as well, when some perpetrators who were brought back to
their communities described their actions and even asked for forgiveness without apparent regret or empathy, this created distress in survivors.
Asking for forgiveness is a type of apology, although indirect. However, such requests can be difficult to refuse, especially in cultures like Rwanda’s, where people
are expected to respond to them positively. When people say they forgive without
actually forgiving, rather than benefiting them, this may create added stress and psychological damage.

Healing As an Avenue to Forgiveness
Survivors of mass violence are deeply wounded. They experience great loss, grief,
and pain. They feel diminished and see the world as dangerous, a combination that
makes them feel vulnerable. Their suffering also creates anger and hostility toward
the perpetrators and toward a hostile world. New conflict or threat may give rise to
an intense need for self-defense. This can lead to violence to protect the group and its
members, even when this is unnecessary (Staub, 1998, 1999, 2004; Staub & Pearlman,
2001, 2004).
Healing may reduce pain and vulnerability, enable survivors to lead better lives,
and reduce the likelihood of violence by them. Especially in combination with other
influences, healing can make survivors more open to and empathic with perpetrators. One avenue to healing is engagement with painful experience. Following group
trauma, this is especially useful when it happens in groups. The presence of people
with the same experience can provide support. The presence of empathic others can
provide acknowledgment of suffering and the opportunity to reconnect with people
(Herman, 1992; Staub & Pearlman, 2004; Staub et al., 2003). Acknowledgment of the
group’s suffering by perpetrators as well as any parties outside the victim group is
another avenue to healing.
Testimonials, ceremonies, and memorialization can help larger numbers of people engage with their victimization. The nature of such group ceremonies matters,
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however. They can focus on the cruelty and violence in the world and on the harm
done to the group, making the wounds persist, or they can help people grieve but also
point to the possibilities of a better future. As an increasing amount of literature indicates, perpetrators of extreme violence are also wounded (Laufer, Brett, & Gallops,
1985; McNair, 2002; Parson, 1984; Rhodes, 1999; Rhodes, Allen, Nowicki, & Cillesen,
2002). To do their terrible acts, they must distance themselves from victims, devalue
them, justify their suffering, and exclude them from the moral universe (Fein, 1979;
Staub, 1989, 2004). In the end, devaluation and a destructive ideology combine to create a reversal of morality in which killing the victims becomes the moral thing to do.
All of this is wounding, especially killing large numbers of people in cruel and inhumane ways. When the genocide is stopped, perpetrators face loss of power and status,
shame, and potential guilt, all of which activate powerful psychological defenses.
Healing may enable perpetrators to feel empathy with themselves and in turn with
people they have harmed, to acknowledge their actions, and to apologize. Empathy for
the perpetrators and passive bystanders (Gobodo-Madikezela, 2003), although it can
be difficult to offer, may be important for healing by them. Understanding the influences that led to their actions may promote healing and empathy while also helping
perpetrators avoid using these influences as justification or exposing themselves to
the stories of survivors, both part of our procedure in Rwanda in the study described
in the next section (Staub et al., in press).
Acknowledging people in the perpetrator group who were not passive bystanders—who either opposed the genocide or rescued or attempted to rescue victims—may
be important to help members of the group feel reincluded in the moral community.
A combination of our advocacy of this in seminars with national leaders in Rwanda
(see Staub & Pearlman, 2002) and other influences, such as a book on rescuers (Africa
Rights, 2002), might have led to rescuers being acknowledged in the 2003 commemoration of the genocide.

Promoting Healing, Reconciliation, and Forgiveness in Rwanda
In an intervention, we trained 35 people, Tutsis (about two-thirds of the group) and
Hutus who worked for local organizations involved with groups in the community
(Staub et al., in press). The participants then used our approach, integrated with their
prior approach, with groups in the community. This integration was an aspect of the
training.
There were brief lectures and extensive discussions. We explored the impact of
traumatizing events, such as genocide. The purpose of this was to help people understand changes in themselves and others around them, and to help them see these
changes as a natural, normal consequence of extreme and abnormal events. We examined avenues to healing. A third topic was understanding the origins of genocide,
with the group applying this understanding to Rwanda.
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A fourth topic was basic human needs. I see the frustration of these needs giving
rise to the psychological and societal processes leading to genocide (Staub, 1989). Victimization and violence, in turn, profoundly frustrate these needs (McCann & Pearlman, 1990; Staub, 2003; Staub & Pearlman, 2001). The needs for security, a positive
identity, positive connection to other people, a feeling of effectiveness and control,
and an understanding of the world and of one’s place in it (Staub, 1989, 1996, 2003)
require some degree of fulfillment for healing to occur.
Participants also shared their experiences during the genocide. People were asked
to think about and then talk about them in small groups. There was a great deal of
open and highly emotional sharing of painful experiences (Staub et al., 2003; Staub et
al., in press). Although it was Tutsis, the survivors of the genocide, who talked about
their experiences, they did this in a mixed group, with Hutus present as empathic
witnesses. This was likely to contribute to another important element of healing—reconnecting with other people. Reconnecting with members of the other group may
contribute to healing by members of both groups.
The effects of the training were evaluated, not on the people who participated
in the training but on people in community groups with which they subsequently
worked (Staub et al., in press). New groups were created, led by some of the people we
trained. They integrated their traditional approach with the content of the training
they received (integrated groups). Other newly created groups were led by facilitators
who did not receive the training (traditional groups). These groups met for 4 weeks,
twice a week for 2 hours. In control groups, community members did not receive treatment but were evaluated using questionnaires, the same way and about the same time
as participants in the treatment groups: before the treatment, immediately afterward,
and 2 months later.
The participants in the integrated group showed a reduction in trauma symptoms
from before the treatment to 2 months afterward, both over time and in relation to
the two other groups, which showed some deterioration. They also showed a more
positive orientation toward members of the other group, both over time and in relation to the traditional and control groups, which did not change on this dimension.
This positive orientation consisted of an awareness of the complexity of the roots of
violence; a willingness to work together for a better future; some positive views of Hutus (that some endangered their lives to help); and “conditional forgiveness,” which
is greater openness to forgiving members of the other group under certain conditions
(“I can forgive those who acknowledge the harm they have done . . . who requested
forgiveness of my group . . . who make amends for what their group did”).
We used elements of this approach in our work in Rwanda with community and
national leaders, journalists, and the staff of Non-Governmental Organizations. We
also trained trainers in this approach. Starting in May 2004, a twice-weekly radio
drama series that incorporates the elements of this approach began to broadcast in
Rwanda. There will also be a second informational radio program. In most of this
work, we provided information about the traumatic impact of victimization, about
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avenues to healing, and about the origins of genocide and violence by groups against
other groups.

Understanding the Origins of Violence As an Avenue to Forgiveness
Understanding is a way-station to forgiveness. Inherent in understanding is taking
the other’s role (Staub, 1979). One of the resilient survivors of childhood abuse in
O’Connell Higgins’s book (1994), as he comes to understand the reasons for his father’s
great rage and violent behavior, says that he accepts his father but cannot forgive him.
Most likely, his acceptance represents a limited degree of forgiveness.
We could not independently evaluate in our study the impact of understanding
the origin of genocide. But in the course of the training and in work with other groups
in Rwanda, such information seemed to have powerful effects. In discussions after
presenting how genocide originates and giving examples from other societies, survivors seemed to feel humanized. They no longer felt they were the objects of incomprehensibly evil acts or uniquely selected by God for such suffering. Understanding
seemed to help survivors heal, fulfill their need for a comprehension of reality, and
develop a meaningful story about their painful experiences (Staub, 2004; Staub et al.,
in press), which is important in healing (Herman, 1992; McCann, & Pearlman, 1990;
Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995).
Understanding the origins of violence also offers hope. It points to avenues to
prevention. In describing social conditions (e.g., economic problems, political disorganization, group conflict), their psychological effects (e.g., the frustration of fundamental psychological needs), and the resulting destructive social processes (e.g.,
scapegoating, the creation of destructive ideologies, the evolution of violence), such
understanding also suggests alternative ways to respond to such conditions. By indicating what characteristics of culture make mass violence more likely, such as devaluation of some group, overly strong respect for authority, and past victimization
and woundedness, it points to societal changes that people can strive to attain (Staub,
1989, 2004). Understanding how their actions came about also humanizes perpetrators and passive bystanders. It creates some openness to them and increases the potential for forgiveness. We found that discussing the origins of genocide had powerful
appeal to every group we worked with in Rwanda.
Although the extent to which we focused on understanding the roots of violence
is probably unique, one element of change procedures that has been found effective in
promoting forgiveness (see Enright & Coyle, 1998; McCullough et al., 1997) is a focus
on the offender’s psychological state and general situation in life on their effect on
the context in which the offender acted. Successful procedures also helped victims
explore the impact of the harm done to them, similar to the information we provide
about the traumatic impact of victimization. Thus, our procedures are consistent with
past research but focus more on healing and understanding.
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Truth, Justice, Creation of a Shared History, and Contact As Avenues
to Forgiveness
All of these topics are important for reconciliation (Proceedings, 2002; Staub, 2004),
and all have a role in forgiveness. Survivors of mass violence desperately want justice.
Justice affi rms their innocence. It affi rms the moral order, thereby increasing feelings
of safety. It negates impunity and creates some balance in the relationship between
victims and perpetrators. Forms of justice can include retributive, restorative or compensatory, and procedural justice. But to promote forgiveness, victims must experience justice. Truth is a prerequisite for justice. It is important, however, to establish
the truth in all its complexity. Even in a genocide, the perpetrators may have suffered
at an earlier time at the hands of their current victims. For example, in Rwanda, Tutsis
ruled over and oppressed Hutus before 1959 under Belgian colonial rule, and Hutu civilians were killed in the course of fighting before, during, and after the genocide (des
Forges, 1999; Mamdani, 2002). Acknowledgment of the prior suffering of perpetrators
should make it easier for members of a perpetrator group to acknowledge and take
responsibility for their actions during the genocide. However, because survivors’ suffering is usually so much greater and because it is difficult for groups to acknowledge
harm they have done, survivor groups fi nd it extremely difficult to acknowledge their
own harmful actions.
The creation of a shared history is essential to avoid renewed violence between
groups. Usually, groups hold conflicting views of what happened between them and,
even more important, of the causes of events. Each tends to blame the other, unable
to consider the experience of the other. Some level of forgiveness may be required for
working on the creation of a shared history. As such a history emerges, it contributes
in turn to further forgiveness.
We have experimented in Rwanda with using information about the origins of
violence as a tool in building a shared history. We discussed the Hutu revolt in 1959
against severe Tutsi oppression, which some in Rwanda called genocide, as an example of a response to severe and persistent injustice. We suggested that Hutus were
psychologically wounded by their oppression. However, the persecution of the Tutsis
by Hutus after 1959, rather than helping Hutus heal, further wounded them, increased
fear of revenge, and made the subsequent genocide more likely. We also applied understanding of genocide at the societal level to describing the evolution of a particular
perpetrator, a member of the militias composed of young men (Staub, 2004).
Both theory and research show that significant contact (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2000),
working together for shared goals, whether children in a classroom (Aronson, Stephan,
Sikes, Blaney, & Snapp, 1978) or adults in a community (Wessells & Montiero, 2001),
can help overcome devaluation, prejudice, and hostility. Although some degree of
prior forgiveness may be required for such contact, in turn it can promote further,
deeper forgiveness.
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RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
Elements of our approach can be used in applied clinical interventions. They include (a) basic psychological needs and their role in violence and trauma (Pearlman &
Saakvitne, 1995; Staub, 1989, 2003); (b) the traumatic impact of violence (as well as of
acting violently) in terms of symptoms, psychological changes in the self in attitudes
toward people and the world; (c) avenues to healing—given the huge number of people affected in a genocide, we emphasized person-to-person healing, how people in
the community can help each other, especially by empathic listening and support; (d)
understanding the origins of violence between groups and the implications of this for
preventing violence and for reconciliation; and (e) people sharing their experiences
during the genocide, which we did only in long seminars and workshops because it
requires prior building of trust and enough time for debriefi ng.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN THE AREA
Forgiveness after genocide is an unexplored domain. A major proposition in this
chapter requiring study is that when there is ongoing relationship, forgiveness without mutuality can make future violence more likely and worsen rather than improve
the psychological well-being of the victim. Continued power imbalance can add to
the problem.
Research is needed on what leads perpetrators to heal, on the extent to which
healing by them leads to acknowledgment and regret, and on the extent to which
this facilitates forgiveness by survivors after genocide and other intense group violence. More generally, further research is needed on all of the influences I identified as contributing to forgiveness: how can we help large numbers of people—whole
groups—heal after mass violence; whether such healing contributes to forgiveness;
the contribution of understanding the origins of violence to helping survivors (and
perpetrators) heal, forgive, and reconcile; and the contributions of contact and the
creation of shared history to forgiveness and reconciliation. The proposition that
some avenues to forgiveness require some prior forgiveness and can in turn promote
higher levels of forgiveness also needs to be empirically explored.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
I see reconciliation, which is inherently mutual, as essential for preventing new violence and promoting a peaceful future after genocide and mass killing. The beginning
of healing by survivors may lead to less fear and anger by them. Public manifestation
of this can lead to responses by perpetrators and a cycle or evolution of increasing
forgiveness and reconciliation.
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Forgiveness and reconciliation are the “tasks” of the people who have been involved in conflict and violence. But third parties can have an important role. They
can be active bystanders who offer their services to the extent the parties involved
are open to them and who provide information and initiate and facilitate interaction,
acting with sensitivity and respect.

CONCLUSION
Reconciliation after mass violence is a difficult task that is essential to prevent new
violence and create a peaceful future. Forgiveness is an important component of reconciliation. Without mutuality, forgiveness can be harmful. Understanding the origins
of violence and healing by both parties is an essential tool or aspect of forgiveness and
reconciliation.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

Intergroup Forgiveness
and Intergroup Conflict:
Northern Ireland, A Case Study
Ed Cairns
Tania Tam
Miles Hewstone
Ulrike Niens

I get down on my knees and do what must be done
And kiss Achilles’ hand, the killer of my son.
—Ceasefire, Michael Longley, 19941

W

ith the end of the Cold War, the world has had to come to grips with new or
at least hitherto hidden types of confl ict. In these conflicts, the combatants
inhabit the same battlefield. This means that even when the actual fighting
fades, the lives of the opposing groups remain interlocked. Subjective elements of
conflict often persist long after its “objective” elements disappear. They can become
independent of the initiating, more objective causes of the conflict and contribute
to an escalation and continuation of violence even after the initial causes have become irrelevant (Deutsch, 1973; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Thus, the formal resolution
of a conflict is often merely the fi rst step toward peaceful coexistence. To promote
peace and reconciliation, a psychological process is required to change people’s often deeply-entrenched beliefs and feelings about the outgroup, their ingroup, and the
relationship between the two (Bar-Tal, 2000). Group loyalty and the maintenance of
group boundaries are dominant features of such conflicts, as are communal memories
of victimization. Together they create psychological processes that, if not countered,
will lead to further cycles of violence.
In this chapter, we examine the contributions that a fuller understanding of intergroup forgiveness can make in an attempt to resolve or at least contain these identitybased conflicts. To do this, we will begin by sketching out some of the more important
461
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psychological processes involved in protracted ethnic conflicts, in particular, their
intergroup (as opposed to interpersonal) nature and the role of the past. We will then
draw on our research in Northern Ireland to illustrate the process of intergroup forgiveness.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT INTERGROUP CONFLICT
AND INTERGROUP FORGIVENESS
Intergroup Conflict
One of these psychological factors is undoubtedly the intergroup nature of the conflict.
Tajfel (1978) proposed that intergroup behavior could be distinguished from interpersonal behavior when it involved two clearly identifiable social categories and when
there was little variability of behavior or attitude within each group. Also, members of
one group should show little variability in their perception or treatment of members
of the other group (i.e., “they” are “all alike”). There is now extensive evidence that
people’s behavior is indeed qualitatively different in intergroup and interpersonal
settings (see Brown & Turner, 1981; Cairns & Hewstone, 2002; Hewstone, Rubin, &
Willis, 2002).
In a similar vein, Brewer (1997) has proposed three principles likely to operate in
any social situation in which a particular ingroup/outgroup categorization is made
salient. The “intergroup accentuation principle” suggests that all members of the ingroup are seen as more similar to the self than are members of the outgroup. The
“ingroup favoritism principle” refers to the selective generalization of positive affect
(trust, liking) to fellow ingroup, but not outgroup, members. The “social competition
principle” suggests that intergroup social comparison is typically perceived in terms
of competition, rather than comparison, with the outgroup. Indeed, intergroup conflict is often perceived as a zero-sum game by the parties involved (Esses, Jackson, &
Armstrong, 1998).
The Past in the Present. The “social competition principle,” we believe, is key to
understanding the role of the past in the present. Groups involved in intergroup conflict are often encouraged to “move on” or to try to “face up to” the past. The problem
about the past where ethnic conflict is concerned, however, is that it is intimately part
of the present. Instead the past forms part of the ongoing intergroup competition central to any intergroup conflict, with people in Northern Ireland apparently clinging
tenaciously to battles fought long ago. As a result, certain dates appear to be fi xed like
beacons in the folklore and mythology of people in Northern Ireland so that they “trip
off the tongue during ordinary conversations like the latest football scores in other
environments” (Darby, 1983, p. 13).
Of course, rituals, symbols, commemoration, and reparations can play an important role in any process of healing, bereavement, and addressing personal trauma.
They can help grieving by allowing individuals to focus exclusively on their grief and
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to share their feelings with others (Cairns & Roe, 2003). However, we would argue
that only the promotion of intergroup forgiveness will lead to long-term intergroup
reconciliation.

Intergroup Forgiveness
Because intergroup bias is such a pervasive phenomenon and is present at public
and private, explicit and implicit levels (see Hewstone et al., 2002), we should not
be surprised if we find evidence that “we” are reluctant to forgive “them.” Indeed,
intergroup forgiveness may be thwarted not only by blatant feelings of hatred but also
through very subtle processes, such as the tendency for more differentiated, secondary emotions to be attributed to ingroup than outgroup members (see Leyens et al.,
2000). In the context of an ongoing ethnic conflict, promoting intergroup forgiveness
is a difficult issue to broach and not just to those who have suffered directly. As
Duncan Morrow, Director of Northern Ireland’s Community Relations Council, put it,
“What makes forgiveness so burning in Northern Ireland is not that many victims are
left with their injury, but that so many of the injuries are understood as the grief not
only of individuals but of whole communities.”
Notwithstanding our expectation that intergroup forgiveness will prove different
from interpersonal forgiveness, we are convinced that it is a hugely important topic (especially for a society such as Northern Ireland), although one that has so far generated
remarkably little research (for an exception, see Roe, Pegg, Hodges, & Trimm, 1999; see
also a study investigating religious groups, Azar, Mullet, & Vinsonneau, 1999).
Intergroup forgiveness has, however, begun to take its place on the world stage
(Montiel, 2002), either in the form of apologies, as a means to promote reconciliation,
or in truth commissions, aimed at supporting a process of reconciliation after political violence and human rights abuses (Borris & Diehl, 1998).
Apologies. The 1990s have seen a dramatic increase in apologies offered by political,
social, and religious leaders (Dodds, 2003). For example, in 1994, German President Roman Herzog asked the Polish people for forgiveness for the suffering they had to experience during World War II. In 1998, U.S. President Bill Clinton apologized for a failure
to act during the Rwandan genocide. In 2000, Pope John Paul II asked God’s forgiveness
for the wrongs committed by Roman Catholics in the past, including offenses against
specific minority groups. In Northern Ireland in 2002, the IRA published an apology addressed to the families of “noncombatants” who had been killed or injured by the IRA.
All of these apologies were positively received by some people but criticized by others
for not being explicit enough or falling short of an acceptance of guilt.
Truth Commissions. Over the past 30 years, truth commissions, public enquiries,
and tribunals have been set up across the world in countries and societies that had experienced political violence. The commissions sought to deal with the past, construct
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collective memory and history, and move forward a process of reconciliation. The majority of truth commissions focused either on giving a voice to the victims of political
violence or on issues of social justice. For example, in Rwanda, a reduced penalty was
granted only to those perpetrators who admitted their offenses and expressed their
remorse. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) in South Africa has probably been the most widely discussed of these, partly because it was the fi rst to attempt
to give a voice to victims of injustice as well as to provide amnesty to perpetrators
under the condition that they reported full details of past crimes. In a keynote speech
at the “Peacebuilding After Peace Accords” conference organized by the Joan B. Kroc
Institute for International Peace Studies, Archbishop Tutu recalled a victim of apartheid who said, “We would like to forgive. We would just like to know who to forgive”
(Stowe, 2003, p. 20). However, although the TRC provided a forum for victims to hear
who to forgive and for all people to debate reconciliation and a shared memory of the
past (Hamber & Wilson, 2002; Kulle & Hamber, 2000), it has also been criticized for
providing insufficient support to victims and perpetrators (Hamber, 1998).

REVIEW OF RELEVANT EMPIRICAL
AND THEORETICAL LITERATURE
Empirical Research
Although forgiveness and reconciliation at an interpersonal level are now being extensively researched (as evidenced throughout this book), there is little systematic
research on intergroup forgiveness. Azar et al. (1999) conducted a survey in Lebanon
using scenarios. The scenarios described politically motivated shootings and experimentally varied four factors to test for their effect on propensity to forgive. These
factors were: proximity to the offender (own community/other community), intent
to harm (deliberate/accidental shooting), long-term consequences (negative/positive),
and apologies from the offender (apologized/did not apologize). The sample included
people from the three main Lebanese Christian communities: Catholics, Maronites,
and Orthodox. Results indicated overall relatively high levels of forgiveness in all
three communities with lack of intent to harm, cancellation of consequences and, in
particular, apologies, significantly increasing respondents’ propensity to forgive.
Using attribution theory, Gibson and Gouws (1999) investigated assumptions underlying the work of the TRC in South Africa and factors affecting the willingness to
forgive perpetrators of political violence in South Africa. The representative panel
survey sample included respondents identified as Asian, Black, Colored, and White.
Again, short vignettes describing acts of political murders were employed in order
to vary four factors: actor roles (African National Congress or South African Police),
obedience (leader or follower), consequences (harming innocent people or people directly involved in violence), and motive (hatred or ideology). These factors were hypothesized as affecting attributions of blame and the propensity to forgive. In contrast
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to the findings of Azar et al. (1999), results indicated a significant main effect for actor
roles, with respondents expressing lower levels of blame if the perpetrator was identified as a member of an organization associated with the respondent’s community
(Gibson & Gouws, 1999). A slightly weaker main effect was revealed for obedience,
with respondents blaming leaders more than followers. No significant effects were
found in relation to motive and consequences or motive. Forgiveness, in turn, was
positively related to attitudes toward amnesty and negatively related toward the belief that it was right to sue the perpetrator. More generally, Hamber, reporting on the
effectiveness of the TRC in South Africa, points out that the truth-telling process led
to psychological benefits for individuals and society but that knowledge and “truth
alone will not lead to reconciliation” (1998, p. 26).
Staub (2000; chapter 27) summarizes the experiences of an intervention project
aimed at promoting forgiveness and reconciliation in Rwanda after the 1994 genocide.
Although he affi rms the importance of knowledge about the origins and possibilities
of solving conflict, the necessity for forgiveness as a precondition for reconciliation is
emphasized. In different sociopolitical contexts, a lack of cancellation of wider consequences, especially through persisting inequalities between communities, is thought
to impede the process of reconciliation (Hamber, 1998; Staub, 2000).
Empirical research on intergroup forgiveness in societies emerging from ethnopolitical conflict is particularly difficult for ethical, political, and psychometric reasons.
For example, the very mention of the term forgiveness as part of a qualitative or quantitative survey may cause individual trauma or revive intergroup anxiety and distrust
(McLernon, Cairns, & Hewstone, 2002; Staub & Pearlman, 2000). Hence, researchers
need to take care when designing the research in order to minimize the possibility of a negative impact on participants. The measurement of intergroup forgiveness
must also go beyond personalized trauma to ensure that forgiveness is explored at
a community or societal level rather than at an individual level. Scenarios or other
measures priming the participant to the intergroup context or group research, such as
focus groups, help to facilitate responses at the level of intergroup forgiveness.

Intergroup Forgiveness in Northern Ireland: A Case Study
Surprisingly, for a society that is struggling to overcome the effect of prolonged political violence, intergroup forgiveness is not high on the agenda. For example, although
Northern Ireland is a particularly “churched” part of the world, and although the
main churches have all officially condemned violence, one has to look to exceptional
individual church leaders to find attempts to encourage the recognition and acknowledgment of past wrongs and injustices by both sides. For example, one church leader
(Stevens, 1986) had suggested that in Northern Ireland, “without forgiveness there
cannot be reconciliation” (p. 63), and another (Dunlop) has suggested that some acknowledgment of collective guilt could help to promote forgiveness in Northern Ireland (Giffin, McDonagh, Dunlop, McMaster, & Smyth, 1996).
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Politicians in Northern Ireland appear to be even more reticent to speak about
forgiveness. One has to look not to local politicians but to politicians from other nations to find references to the need for forgiveness in Northern Ireland. In an address
during the 1995 visit by U.S. President Bill Clinton to Belfast, he likened the conflict
in Northern Ireland to the American Civil War when he said:
We have all done wrong. No one can say his heart is altogether clean, and his hands
altogether pure. Thus as we wish to be forgiven, let us forgive those who have sinned
against us and ours. That was the beginning of America’s reconciliation, and it must
be the beginning of Northern Ireland’s reconciliation.

Exceptions exist, however, and private individuals from both sides of the religious
divide in Northern Ireland have called for forgiveness even in the face of personal
hurt. The best known of examples of public demonstrations of intergroup forgiveness have come from two bereaved fathers—Michael McGoldrick and Gordon Wilson
(McKittrick, Kelters, Feeney, & Thornton, 1999). Michael McGoldrick’s 31-year-old son
was shot by Protestant paramilitaries in July 1996, yet he felt able to say, “Bury your
hate with my boy. Love one another. I can love the man that murdered my son” (p.
1996). Similarly, Gordon Wilson, whose daughter, Marie, was killed in an IRA bomb
attack in 1987, said: “I bear no ill will. I bear no grudge. That will not bring her back”
(p. 1098). For most survivors in Northern Ireland, however, the journey to forgiveness
appears to be a bridge too far.

Intergroup Forgiveness in Northern Ireland: Empirical Research
Despite this lack of interest in the topic of intergroup forgiveness in Northern Ireland,
we have over the last 5 years begun a program of research to investigate this topic. In
this section, we will briefly describe our ongoing research in which we have used a
range of qualitative and quantitative methodologies to investigate intergroup forgiveness and its correlates in Northern Ireland (see Hewstone, Cairns, Voci, McLernon,
Niens, & Noor, 2004). We focus here on our studies developing and using a new measure of intergroup forgiveness in this context, but we have also undertaken research
using the Enright Forgiveness Inventory (see McLernon, Cairns, Hewstone, & Smith,
2004), which we believe is less able to capture the specifically intergroup aspects of
forgiveness in Northern Ireland. In our research program, we first conducted a series
of focus groups to examine what people in Northern Ireland thought of forgiving the
other community. Second, surveys elucidated psychological processes involved in intergroup forgiveness. Finally, an experimental study systematically examined factors
that lead people to forgive the other side.
The Conflict in Northern Ireland. Before discussing our work on intergroup forgiveness in Northern Ireland, it is necessary to consider the background to the “Troubles,”
as they are commonly known. In common with many if not most of current ethnic
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conflicts, the conflict in Northern Ireland has a long history. It is possible to trace the
Irish conflict with the English to at least the 16th century. Northern Ireland really
came to the world’s attention, however, only because of the violence that has dominated the last 30 years, leading to some 3,000 deaths and tens of thousands of injuries
due to increasing community divisions. Today, despite the recent peace process, the
conflict in Northern Ireland remains largely a struggle between those who wish to
see Northern Ireland remain part of the United Kingdom (the Protestant/Unionists)
and those who wish to see the reunification of the island of Ireland (the Catholic/
Nationalists). Complicating this picture, however, is the fact that the confl ict is underpinned by a mix of historical, religious, political, economic, and psychological
elements (Cairns & Darby, 1998).
Focus Groups. People from lay and church-based organizations devoted to the reduction of conflict, ex-paramilitaries, and victims themselves participated in a series
of focus groups conducted between June 1999 and February 2000 (see McLernon et al.,
2002). All saw forgiveness as based on ideas of compassion, mercy, humanity, or empathy, which parallels previous research on interpersonal forgiveness (e.g., Enright &
the Human Development Study Group, 1991). However, most agreed that it was easier
to forgive an individual than a group, because it was easier to trust an individual than
each member of the other community.
There were, however, disagreements about intergroup forgiveness; victims, particularly from the Catholic/Republican side, were hostile to the idea of forgiveness
and thought that in forgiving, they were justifying the wrongs that were done to them.
Members of the ex-paramilitary groups also felt that their acts were fully justified at
the time and that they did not feel the need to ask for or to offer forgiveness.
The focus groups also showed that many participants felt that forgiveness becomes easier if others acknowledge and validate the pain of a hurtful act; in Northern
Ireland, they felt, intense bitterness develops without this acknowledgment. Indeed,
a show of remorse from the perpetrator promotes forgiveness. Finally, it was stressed
by all groups that preaching forgiveness or trying to force it was likely to be counterproductive, but an act of remembrance such as a monument might give others the opportunity to share the loss and make forgiving easier.
Survey 1. University student sample—Collective guilt, outgroup attitudes, and
ingroup identification as predictors of forgiveness. Hewstone et al. (2004) developed
a forgiveness scale from the focus-group sessions to examine the relation between
forgiveness and variables such as religiosity, contact with members of the other community, and personal experience of victimhood during the Troubles. Using a sample
of Catholic and Protestant university students in Northern Ireland, they found that
the strongest predictors of forgiveness were collective guilt and outgroup attitudes,
whereas identification with one’s own religious community was a negative predictor. This model explained a large proportion of the variance in forgiveness (31% for
Catholics and 52% for Protestants). Interestingly, personal self-reports of religiosity
did not relate to intergroup forgiveness at all. On examining victimization experience
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of the Troubles, Hewstone et al. (in press) found that those who had experienced high
levels of victimization reported significantly lower collective guilt and forgiveness
than those who experienced little victimization.
Survey 2. Representative sample—Trust, perspective taking, and ingroup identification as predictors of forgiveness. Hewstone et al. (2004) then surveyed a representative sample of the Northern Irish population, adding measures of perspective
taking, trust of the other community, and an objective index of participants’ exposure
to violence (based on how much sectarian violence had taken place in their area of
residence). Forgiveness was positively associated with more contact with outgroup
friends, more positive outgroup attitudes, greater ability to take the perspective of
the other community, and greater outgroup trust. The strongest predictor of forgiveness for Catholics was trust, which alone explained 23% of the variance in forgiveness, whereas for Protestants, there were two strong positive predictors (trust and
perspective taking) and one strong negative predictor (identification with one’s own
group); these three predictors together explained 41% of the variance in forgiveness
for Protestants. As in Survey 1, respondents who experienced more violence reported
significantly less forgiveness than those who experience less violence.
Surveys 3 and 4. Infrahumanization as mediator of the effect of contact on forgiveness. Tam et al. (2004) focused on the link between intergroup contact and forgiveness. They replicated the fi nding that higher levels of contact between Catholics
and Protestants predict intergroup forgiveness. They also examined how this occurs.
According to the psychological essentialism perspective on intergroup bias (Haslam,
Rothschild, & Ernst, 2000; Hirschfeld, 1996), people tend to infuse an essence (biological, cultural, religious, etc.) into social groups to explain their differences. An
ingroup perceived as superior may be endowed with the human essence (Schwartz &
Struch, 1989), whereas outgroups are seen as “infra-humans.” This form of bias has
been suggested to lead to “delegitimization” (Bar-Tal, 1989, p.358) and “moral exclusion” (Opotow, 1990, p.1; Staub, 1989) in extreme cases; for example, Nazi Germans
regarded Jews as being subhuman.
Researchers (e.g., Demoulin et al., 2004) have observed that people perceive what
emotion researchers (e.g., Ekman, 1992) call secondary emotions (e.g., nostalgia, guilt)
as more unique to humans than are primary emotions (e.g., anger, pleasure). Evidence
suggests further that individuals attribute more specifically human secondary emotions to the ingroup than to the outgroup—infrahumanizing the outgroup (Leyens et
al., 2000). Tam et al. (2004) selected primary and secondary emotions from a pretested
list (see Demoulin et al., 2004): positive primary emotions (surprise, calmness, attraction, enjoyment, caring, excitement, pleasure), positive secondary emotions (optimism, love, passion, elation, nostalgia, admiration, hope), negative primary emotions
(pain, fear, anger, fury, panic, fright, suffering), and positive secondary emotions
(humiliation, shame, guilt, disgust, melancholy, disconsolate, disenchantment). They
found that both Catholics and Protestants indeed attributed more secondary emotions
to their ingroup than to the outgroup, thus infrahumanizing members of the other
community.
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Tam et al. (2004) further examined this process of infrahumanization as a mediator of the effect of contact on forgiveness. They found that higher levels of contact with
members of the other community in Northern Ireland predicted lower levels of infrahumanization. Furthermore, lessening the tendency to attribute secondary emotions
to the ingroup than to the outgroup (i.e., seeing the outgroup as more human) mediated the effect of contact on willingness to forgive the outgroup for past wrongdoings
over and above other variables, such as the attribution of primary emotions, as well as
feelings of empathy, respect, and lessened anxiety. This model explained 11% of the
variance in forgiveness.
Tam et al. (2004) replicated this result in a second study, which adopted a more
refined scale measure of secondary and primary emotions. The attribution of secondary emotions to members of the other community again mediated the effect of contact
on forgiveness, over and above the attribution of primary emotions and feelings of
empathy, positive and negative emotions toward the outgroup. This model explained
even more of the variance in outgroup forgiveness: 16%. Catholic-Protestant contact
is thus a possible means of humanizing the other community in Northern Ireland,
thereby promoting the vital act of forgiving.
Experimental (Scenario) Study. Finally, in an experimental study, Hewstone et al.
(2004) presented participants with one of several versions of a scenario describing an
act of paramilitary violence (based on Gibson and Gouws’ [1999] methodology). The
conditions in the scenario were manipulated in a four-factor between-subjects design:
2 (religious group membership of participant: Catholic vs. Protestant) × 2 (religious
group membership of perpetrator: Catholic vs. Protestant) × 2 (intention to kill the victim: intentional vs. unintentional) × 2 (motivation: retaliation vs. no apparent motivation). Participants were asked to attribute blame and forgiveness in these situations
and whether they would make a recommendation for the perpetrator to be granted
early release. Under the terms of the Good Friday or Belfast Agreement, signed April
10, 1998, prisoners convicted of terrorist offenses could be released immediately or be
required to serve a minimum of 2 more years. Participants also completed measures
of the importance of religion, intergroup contact, outgroup perspective taking, outgroup attitudes, intergroup forgiveness, and ingroup identification.
Both Catholics and Protestants were biased in favor of their own groups. Catholics were more forgiving of a Catholic than a Protestant perpetrator. Protestants were
more forgiving of a Protestant than a Catholic perpetrator. Blame attributions and
recommendations for early release followed a similar pattern. Interestingly, however,
forgiveness was moderated by participants’ identification with their own religious
groups; those who were “low” in identification with their religious groups (i.e., as
Catholic or Protestant) were not more forgiving of the ingroup perpetrators than the
outgroup perpetrators, but those who highly identified with their religious groups
showed an even stronger pattern of bias toward forgiving ingroup members than in
the overall analysis. This reinforces the survey results, highlighting the importance
of ingroup identification in forgiveness, because ingroup identification was clearly
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driving the intergroup forgiveness bias in this experiment and was much more important than manipulations of the perpetrator’s intention or motivation.

CONCLUSIONS FROM OUR ONGOING CASE STUDY
In the context of the conflict in Northern Ireland, forgiveness may be best thought of as
an intergroup, rather than as an interpersonal, construct—as sociopolitical rather than
religious. Whereas religiosity was a weak predictor of forgiveness, identification with
one’s religious group and attitudes toward the other community were especially strong
predictors. An experiment reinforced the relative importance of ingroup identification
over sectarian perpetrators’ intention or motivation. Intergroup forgiveness was also
closely related to collective guilt, outgroup perspective taking, and outgroup trust.
We also showed subtle processes involved in inhibiting intergroup forgiveness,
such as the tendency to attribute more secondary emotions to the ingroup than to
the outgroup. Contact with the other community was an important predictor of forgiveness, and this process was mediated by infrahumanization. In other words, attenuating the tendency to infrahumanize was a mechanism by which this works.
When people in Northern Ireland have higher levels of contact with members of the
other community, they humanize the other community more, thereby becoming more
forgiving of the outgroup. In a society as starkly segregated as Northern Ireland (see
Hewstone et al., 2004), we believe that cross-community contact is an essential part of
any solution to the Troubles, ultimately helping the two communities progress toward
cross-community forgiveness and reconciliation.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
More research that focuses specifically on intergroup forgiveness is needed. To begin
with, research should explore the similarities and differences between intergroup
and interpersonal forgiveness. As this volume shows, a great deal of information is
being accumulated about interpersonal forgiveness. Too often, however, authors assume that this literature can be applied directly to intergroup forgiveness. As we
noted previously, interpersonal and intergroup conflict are distinct phenomena, and it
is therefore likely that interpersonal and intergroup forgiveness are distinct phenomena. However, this is an empirical question that as yet remains to be answered.
We believe our research has blazed an important trail in this area. Other important issues are still to be resolved. In particular, even if we accept that intergroup
contact plays an important role in promoting intergroup forgiveness in the context of
the conflict in Northern Ireland, what we need to know is whether this is generalizable to other conflicts in other, for example, non-Christian cultures. Also, it would be
essential to learn at what stage of any conflict attempts to foster intergroup forgiveness
can be made. Our research in Northern Ireland has been carried out in a postconfl ict
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phase. Would it have worked as well at an earlier stage of the conflict? Indeed, would
it work better if we had waited until the peace process in Northern Ireland had made
even more progress?
Future research should, therefore, at the very least, attempt to replicate our Northern Irish research in the context of other conflicts and, we hope, at other periods in
the life cycle of a conflict. In addition, research that addresses the relationship between intergroup forgiveness and three key concepts in any intergroup conflict—forgetting, revenge, and reconciliation—is needed. The current literature does include
some mention of these relationships (Hewstone et al., 2004) but mostly in the context
of interpersonal forgiveness (Enright, Freedman, & Rique, 1998).

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES
Forgiving and forgetting are regarded as closely linked, sometimes synonymous concepts. Therefore, often the admonition is to “forgive and forget.” Despite this, it can be
argued that there can be no forgiving if forgetting has already occurred. This is because
some form of remembering is necessary if forgiveness is to take place. For these reasons,
forgiveness must not be confused with forgetting (see Enright & Coyle, 1994).
Current theoretical accounts of the process of forgiveness indicate that the concepts of revenge and forgiveness are, implicitly or explicitly, placed at the opposite
poles of a single dimension (see Enright et al., 1998: McCullough, Worthington, &
Rachal, 1997). In contrast, acceptance of reparation or forgiveness of perpetrators may
be perceived by relatives of the dead and injured as a disrespectful act that betrays the
memory of their loss. Finally, there is disagreement in the literature on the relationship between forgiveness and reconciliation. What is perhaps most often debated is
whether there can be reconciliation without forgiveness and/or forgiveness without
reconciliation.
Enright, Gassin, Longinovic, and Loudon (1994) argue that it is possible to forgive
without reconciliation and maintains that the process of forgiveness does not involve
any predictable gains on the victim’s part (such as restored relationship/reconciliation). This implies that forgiveness should not be thought about or calculated in terms
of equity or reciprocity. Rather, an unconditional process of forgiveness frees the victim from the control of the transgressor. A less positive implication of this notion of
unconditional forgiveness is that the burden or responsibility of forgiveness may be
placed solely on the victim, who may already be carrying a heavy load due to the infliction of a severe transgression. Power (1994), in contrast, regards any acts of forgiveness that do not point in the direction of reconciliation as incomplete. Including the
concept of reconciliation in the process of forgiveness implies a shared responsibility
of forgiveness between the wronged party and the offender.
Although, as this volume testifies, work is proceeding at pace on interpersonal
forgiveness, intergroup forgiveness remains a “quandary” (Smedes, 1984) still to be
understood. Unfortunately, as Pargament et al. (2000, p. 308) note:
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There is no shortage of deep-seated social and political confl ict. Mistrust and hatred
represent powerful naturalistic laboratories for the study of forgiveness.

APPLICATION FOR PRACTICE: POLICY IMPLICATIONS
A problem for many societies torn apart by civil war or racial conflict, according to Ignatieff (1966), is that “what is mythic—and hence what is poisonous—about the past . . .
is that it is not past at all.” This, he cautions, makes the process of coming to terms with
the past much more complicated than “simply sifting fact from fiction, lies from truth”
(p. 121). With the apparent success of the South African TRC has come the belief in some
societies that truth commissions are the open sesame to lasting peace in deeply divided
societies.
Work on intergroup forgiveness may have implications for the conduct of future
truth commissions. It could certainly be argued that if the poisonous past is to be
dealt with, some form of intergroup forgiveness is likely to play an important role.
For this reason, non-governmental organizations, governments, and others involved
in peacemaking and peacekeeping (in its broadest sense) should pay close attention to
work in this area. Similarly, those involved in peace education in its broadest sense
would do well to learn from this literature. One of the clearest challenges to peacemakers is to prevent the recurrence or reemergence of long-standing confl ict. Again,
an acknowledgment of the potential role of intergroup forgiveness in this area could
lead to important progress.
This is not the only area in which we believe intergroup forgiveness can play a role
in promoting reconciliation in situations of ethnic conflict. As Worthington (2001) has
suggested, what is required is for policy makers to adopt a “multilayered war . . . against
the centrifugal forces that threaten to disintegrate society” (p. 181). In this war, we believe that policy makers should take note of the research outlined above that points to a
key role for intergroup contact in helping to promote forgiveness.

CONCLUSIONS
Although we have tried to approach our work with a certain amount of dispassion, we
are mindful of the hurt and suffering that the words the Troubles contain. One insight
into the human side of the Troubles can be seen in the book Lost Lives (McKittrick et
al., 1999), which chronicles the deaths of Northern Ireland’s 3,600 victims in some detail. Of course, the political conflict in Northern Ireland is a mere blip on the graph of
world deaths in similar conflicts. It is our belief, however, that if the world is to stem
this tide of suffering in Northern Ireland and in many other societies, what is needed
is not just sympathy but hard-nosed theoretically based research. Given the suffering
that has gone on, an essential part of this research we believe will, of necessity, have
to focus on intergroup forgiveness. As the recent joint declaration of the British and
Irish governments notes, although it is not “possible to complete the transition to . . .
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peace and stability by dwelling forever on . . . the past, neither is it possible to create a
new beginning without taking account of, and addressing, its legacies (April, 2003).

NOTE
1. This poem, a reworking of a section of Homer’s Iliad about the reconciliation of Achilles and Priam,
was fi rst published in the Irish Times in 1994. A few days later, the IRA announced its own ceasefi re.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

The Social Psychology
of Justice and Forgiveness in Civil
and Organizational Settings
Peter C. Hill
Julie Juola Exline
Adam B. Cohen

T

his chapter will focus on the role of justice in civil and organizational relationships, with a particular focus on when that sense of justice has been violated.
To do so, we must consider how people think of justice, how they perceive
injustice, and how they react to a sense of injustice, whether they are the aggrieved
party or not.
Consider the following true story. Three 12-year-old girls in Garden Grove, California recently faced trial for sending an innocent man to jail for 8 months (“Three preteens get up to . . .”, 2004). The girls, one of whom feared her parents’ reaction to being 20
minutes late coming home from school, lacerated themselves and concocted a tale about
a homeless drifter attacking them. Collectively, they identified a man from a police photo lineup as the guilty party. At the man’s trial 8 months later, one of the girls confessed,
and the man was freed. At their own trial, the girls expressed remorse (“Girls express
remorse . . .”, 2004), with one penning a letter addressed to the court saying that if the
man who was wronged were present, “I would kneel down in front of him and ask for
his forgiveness” (p. 5). Though the girls were eventually sentenced to 45 days in prison
(with the possibility of early release for good behavior), the District Attorney originally
asked that the girls be incarcerated for 253 days—1 day more than the wronged man had
served. The homeless man himself was willing to forgive the girls, claiming that “Kids
are kids. Kids do bonehead things. If the police had done their job right, this wouldn’t
have happened” (“Three preteens get up to . . .”, 2004, p. 1).
Though the age of the girls is undoubtedly a mitigating factor, this story involves
many of the key principles that will be discussed in this chapter: injustice (sending
an innocent man to jail), the scope of distributive justice (a homeless drifter perhaps
perceived as an easy target), remorse and guilt (from the girls over the accusations),
477
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retributive justice (the DA wanting the girls incarcerated for 1 day beyond the period
of incarceration for the innocent man), perceived procedural injustice (perceived by
the homeless man at the hands of the police; the harsh punishment perceived by the
girls for being late), confession (by one of the girls at the innocent man’s trial), and
forgiveness (of the homeless drifter toward the girls), among others. We’ll return to
this story as we discuss some of these principles.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
The guiding premise of this chapter, as it applies both to the workplace and in civilian
relationships in general, is simple: People maintain some sense of what is right or just
in human relationships, and when that sense has been violated (whether against one’s
self or others), there is a tendency to recapture that sense of justice through a myriad
of possible reactions. Forgiveness is but one of those many ways to react (Worthington, 2001). However, other reactions (e.g., retaliation, seeking retribution) may appear
to be better tactics if the goal is to reestablish justice. (For a detailed review of issues
related to justice and forgiveness, see Exline, Worthington, Hill, & McCullough, 2003.)
Some tactics are likely to result in a lingering unforgiveness where the individual
remains mired in negative emotion. Other reactions to reassert justice may actually
have similar effects of reducing the negative emotions of unforgiveness. However,
as Worthington argues, it is only as those negative emotions are replaced by such
positive emotions as empathy and compassion that the individual will experience
forgiveness. Therefore, this paper will focus on research, particularly within an organizational and civilian context, that centers primarily around the following issues: (a)
how people conceive of justice as a prescriptive norm for social relationships, (b) some
factors that influence the perception that the justice norm has been violated, and (c)
ways in which people can respond to justice violation. We will conclude our review
of the literature with a special focus on implications for forgiveness.

REVIEW OF THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL RESEARCH
Given the interdependent nature of the workplace, one might expect that the recent
surge of research interest in forgiveness would extend to organizational psychology.
In fact, only recently have organizational researchers begun theoretically (Aquino,
Grover, Goldman, & Folger, 2003) or empirically (Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001; Bradfield & Aquino, 1999) to study forgiveness and reconciliation. Instead, organizational
researchers on interpersonal relationships (e.g., Bies & Tripp, 1996, 1998) have focused
far more on revenge and related problem behaviors such as violence (Folger & Baron,
1996), aggression (Folger & Starlicki, 1998), and employee theft (Greenberg, 1990) in
response to perceived wrongdoing.
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JUSTICE AS A PRESCRIPTIVE NORM
Justice norms that help regulate behavior are developed as guidelines for fair interactions that are mutually beneficial. Our sense of justice makes us aware of boundaries of acceptable behavior, provides a sense of predictability in human relationships,
and instills confidence that future outcomes will be adequately distributed (Folger
& Cropanzano, 1998). Research suggests that actions are viewed as just when the allocations or outcomes that individuals receive are believed to be equitable (distributive justice) and when the procedures for allocating resources, often influenced by
how decisions are made, are perceived to be fair (procedural justice). To the extent
that distributive and procedural justice criteria are met, negative emotions associated
with a sense of injustice (e.g., hurt, anger) may not occur; thus, forgiveness may not
be an issue (Volf, 2001). When either of these justice principles is violated, however,
individuals may find that they are engulfed by unforgiving emotions (Worthington,
2001, 2003; Worthington & Wade, 1999).
Though people desire to maximize both long-term and short-term self-interests,
equity theory (Adams, 1965) proposes that they also recognize the importance of equitable distribution of benefits relative to the effort put into the relationship. That
is, people are happier when both parties receive appropriate benefits based on their
respective contributions. The ill will of those who do not receive a fair appropriation
is paralleled, in equity theory terms, by the guilt of those who are overcompensated.
As a result, both parties are motivated to restore balance or equity in the relationship. Though perhaps counterintuitive and fascinating, the utility of the distributive
justice construct is limited because judgments of distributive justice are subject to
bias (Thompson & Lowenstein, 1992). Thus, two interactive parties using different
standards in determining the degree of favorable outcomes they deserve will have
differing opinions on whether distributive justice has been achieved.
It also appears that concerns about the allocation of resources are perhaps even
less important than the procedures for distributing those limited resources (Alexander & Ruderman, 1987). For example, if procedures used in making decisions are perceived as fair, people are sometimes willing to accept decisions by authority figures
that negatively affect them (see Tyler & Smith, 1998). Research on organizational justice (Folger, 1977; Greenberg & Folger, 1983) has documented the importance to a sense
of procedural justice of voice (Thibaut & Walker, 1975)—the opportunity to be heard
and the perception that one’s say is given due consideration by decision makers, even
if it has little or no desired influence on the outcome (Lind, Kanfer, & Earley, 1990).
Furthermore, research suggests that what often appears to be key in perceptions
of procedural fairness and justice is the quality of interpersonal treatment, or interactional justice (Bies, 1987; Bies & Moag, 1986). Though concerns of allocation and
procedures remain important in one’s perception of justice, what is also important
is how the distribution outcome and procedures are communicated. Therefore, the
degree to which an authority figure displays interpersonal sensitivity, which may (or
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may not) communicate a sense of respect and dignity, will often play an important
role in perceptions of justice (Greenberg, 1993).

Violations of Justice
When basic principles of distributive, procedural, and interactive justice are violated,
an injustice gap (Worthington, 2003) is established. The size and personal importance
of the injustice gap is predicted by many factors, including the intentionality behind
the offensive behavior, the severity of the offense, and the extent to which the victim
was deserving of the offense. When these factors are heightened, it may be especially
difficult for a victim to respond with forgiveness (see Exline et al., 2003, for a review.)
Intentional Offenses. Offender motives are important. To the extent that a person
purposely violates a justice principle, the perceived injustice should be greater, and
it may be more difficult to forgive. Relative to unintentional offenses, intentional offenses lead to greater assessments of responsibility and blame (Shaver, 1985), more
anger (Folger & Cropanzano, 1998), harsher punishments (Darley & Huff, 1990), and
less forgiveness (Boon & Sulsky, 1997).
Offense Severity. More severe offenses are seen as more unjust, and thereby may be
more difficult to forgive. People judge even accidental offenses harshly if the offenses
violate one’s sense of distributive justice due to severe negative consequences (Walster, 1966), especially if they involve a betrayal of trust (Gordon, Baucom, & Snyder,
2000). Offenses prompt harsher judgments and more retaliation when they violate
procedural justice norms through insults or symbolic harm (Gabriel, 1998), particularly when committed against collectives as opposed to individuals (Tyler, Boeckmann, Smith, & Huo, 1997).
Undeserving Victim. Distributive, procedural, and interactive justice are all potentially violated when the offended party, including oneself, did nothing to deserve
harm (Feather 1999). Justice, however, is maintained and less sympathy given to people who, as offended parties, are seen as somehow responsible for their negative outcomes (Lerner, 1980; Weiner, 1993).
The true story presented at the beginning of this chapter highlights all three forms
of (in)justice which, when taken together, may make the expressed forgiveness by
the homeless victim toward the girls whose story placed him in prison for 8 months
somewhat remarkable. The girls’ offense was clearly intentional and deliberate. The
story they concocted and the extreme measures they went to, simply so that one of the
girls might avoid being punished for coming home 20 minutes late, clearly could add
(despite their age) to an assessment of greater responsibility, to more blame, to harsher
punishments (the DA’s suggestion that they serve 1 day longer in jail than the innocent victim), and to less forgiveness. The severity of the offense drew considerable
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attention to their actions (daily newspaper accounts in a county of almost 3 million
people), especially when they jointly pointed to one helpless individual who perhaps,
as a homeless individual, became for the girls a depersonalized model without identity and, therefore, beyond the “scope” of justice (Clayton & Opotow, 2003). Indeed, as
Clayton and Opotow point out, both personal and group identities evoke assessments
of value, status, and power, which in turn influence justice judgments and when, why,
and how justice matters. The procedural injustice by law enforcement authorities that
the victim suffered by (a) allowing the girls collectively rather than independently to
identify him as the supposed perpetrator and (b) not seeking verifying information
(e.g., other witness accounts) could very well have been different had the individual
been a respected leader or even a common tax-paying homeowner in the community.
Indeed, the newspaper accounts made little or no mention of these procedural injustices beyond the victim’s sole comment that, from his view, the police were to blame
for not having done their job right (“Three preteens get up to . . .”, 2004). Yet the victim
was willing to forgive the girls.

Responding to Perceived Injustice: Retribution and Restoration
If one experiences an injustice, how can that sense of justice be restored? The criminal judicial system has established formal means that focus either on punishing the
wrongdoer (retributive justice) or on compensation to the victim and/or restoration of
the offender to a status of productive member of the community (restorative justice;
see chapter 30 by Armour & Umbreit). We will consider some social psychological dynamics that underlie these two orientations, again particularly as they apply to civil
and organizational relationships.
Motives for Retribution. The desire for punishment, or what Darley and Pittman
(2003) call the “impulse to punish” (p. 326), is a core part of retributive justice reasoning (Darley & Pittman, 2003; Miller, 2000). The deterrence view, the predominant
contemporary retribution perspective, justifies the use of punishment presumably because it deters people from breaking the law, thereby maximizing the general social
good (see LaFave, 2000). Thus, suitable punishment “in proportion to the moral gravity of the offense committed” (Darley & Pittman, 2003, p. 326) has become standard
fare in justice reasoning and is perhaps one reason why retaliation that allows one
to get even in the amount of punishment received, as pointed out earlier, is often
morally justified (Tripp & Bies, 1997) and even aesthetically pleasing (Tripp, Bies, &
Aquino, 2002). Such retributive desires can reflect (a) self-interested or material aims,
as when offended parties retaliate to regain power (perhaps based on a sense of violated distributive justice), (b) relational aims, such as feeling protective anger when
loved ones are harmed (Exline, 2002), (c) esteem-related aims in which people who
feel demeaned seek to bolster their self-esteem (Miller, 2000; Worthington, 2001), or
(d) deontic aims (Folger, 2001; Turillo, Folger, Lavelle, Umphress, & Gee, 2002) that
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emphasize a moral commitment to ethical standards of fairness. Whether the motive
for retribution is driven by self-interest, as in the fi rst three aims, or, as in the last aim,
driven by a principle beyond self-interest (even to the point of self-sacrifice, see Turillo et al., 2002), people often see punishment as an effective way to maintain social
order, safety, and equity in the wake of an offense.
Thus, the idea that an individual “should get what he or she deserves” is not necessarily bad, provided that it is grounded in some morality-based principle, such as
the correction of harmful behavior on the part of the wrongdoer or the restoration of
the victim’s status (Tripp & Bies, 1997; Tripp et al., 2002). Under such circumstances,
however, retributive reasoning gives way to a second means of reestablishing a sense
of justice: restorative justice. A revenge orientation, in and of itself, may fi nd that its
only benefit is some sense that the injustice gap has been reduced.
Motives for Restoration. Whereas retributive justice focuses on reestablishing justice through punishment for the offender, restorative justice focuses on preserving
the rights and dignity of both victims and offenders, a philosophy that has had considerable reforming influence on the justice system, both in the United States and
elsewhere (see chapter 30 by Armour & Umbreit; Bazemore, 1998; Umbreit, 2001). Proponents of restorative justice argue that it is a process offering hope to three co-participants: the victim, the offender, and the community. Bazemore (1998) points out that
restorative justice processes (e.g., providing opportunities for offenders and victims
to meet together in carefully supervised settings; providing opportunities for correspondence via letter writing, video, or phone conversation; providing opportunities
for the offender to provide services to the victim or others) offers (a) victims greater
opportunity to be heard and greater hope for restitution, (b) offenders the opportunity
to express remorse and other expressions of accountability directly to victims and
communities (e.g., restitution through community service), and (c) the community
more accessible justice processes and potentially greater crime prevention and control but also greater accountability and obligation for involvement. Defenders of the
restorative justice view (e.g., Brunk, 2001) argue that restoration is a sufficient deterrent to potential offenders because the long-term effects of integrating offenders back
into a constructive relationship with the community are far greater and more positive
than are the psychological and moral debilitation resulting from the penal system.
Motivations to restore fairness after a perceived injustice can be viewed as part
of procedural and interactive justice, described earlier. For the victim, justice may
be restored simply through “voice,” or the opportunity to be heard (Folger, 1977).
Restoring justice may also create a greater sense of distributive justice, especially if
the restoration process involves some form of restitution to the victim or community.
The extent to which the interaction (either direct or indirect) between perpetrator and
victim is done with respect and dignity may help establish a greater sense of interactional justice.
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Implications for Forgiveness
Of the many conceptual models of forgiveness, we fi nd Worthington’s (2001, 2003;
Worthington & Wade, 1999) model, because of its strong focus on unforgiveness, particularly relevant to considerations of the violation of justice in the workplace and
society. Worthington proposes that forgiveness is best conceptualized as an emotional
replacement of negative unforgiving emotions (e.g., anger, bitterness) with positive
pro-relational emotions, such as empathy and compassion. However, this does not
imply that unforgiving emotions necessarily impede the development of forgiveness;
in fact, to the extent that unforgiving emotions help reduce or close the injustice gap,
an individual may find it easier under some circumstances to replace such emotions
with empathy and compassion that may lead to forgiveness.
On the other hand, purely from a justice perspective, one could argue that forgiveness becomes irrelevant if justice needs are adequately met by other means. If one’s
only motive is to reduce the injustice gap by “getting even,” for example, then retaliation is all that is necessary. Still, however, the desire to reestablish justice, whether
through retributive or restorative means, has important implications for forgiveness. In
fact, a psychophysiological study by Witvliet and her colleagues (Witvliet, Root, Sato,
& Ludwig, 2003) found that unforgiving emotions and motivations decreased, whereas
positive emotions, empathy, and forgiveness increased when going from no justice to
punitive justice to restorative justice conditions (also see chapter 18 by Witvliet).
Listed below are some factors that might influence the forgiveness decision.
Retributive Motives. A key factor in forgiveness is the extent to which retributive
motives in the victim reflect cold emotions of revenge or retaliation driven by self-interest, or reflect a genuine societal concern for the welfare of others and/or commitment to an ethical standard of fairness (Worthington, 2001, 2003). To be sure, it is far
too simplistic and inaccurate to equate the desire for retribution with unforgiveness,
because a retribution motive can not only potentially lower the injustice gap and
therefore reduce negative emotions (Worthington, 2003) but also reflect concerns beyond the self.
Punishment motives affect how both a victim and offender react to an offense. For
the victim, the motive will frequently lead to a desire for punishment for the sake of
fairness, whereas for the offender, the motive will often involve avoiding punishment.
In both cases, there may be a justice motive at work because victims and offenders
frequently see and remember the offense in different terms (Stillwell & Baumeister,
1997). For the victim, unforgiveness driven by a desire for retribution may be influenced by such factors as the offender’s blameworthiness (Bradfield & Aquino, 1999)
and the offender’s level of unrepentance (Schwartz, Kane, Joseph, & Tedeschi, 1978).
For the offender, the unwillingness to seek forgiveness may be influenced by whether
the offense was perceived as justified in the fi rst place.
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Restorative Motives. A poignant example of the power of a restorative motive to forgiveness is provided by Gobodo-Madikizela (2002), a former member of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission in South Africa. She reports a face-to-face meeting between two women, Pearl and Doreen, with Eugene de Kock, the head of the apartheid
government’s covert operations and commander of an army of death squads. de Kock
begged for forgiveness, and the following quotation was an explanation provided by
one of the women, Pearl, on why she forgave de Kock.
I was profoundly touched by him, especially when he said he wished he could bring
our husbands back. . . . I felt the genuineness in his apology. I couldn’t control my
tears. . . . I was just nodding, as a way of saying yes, I forgive you. I hope that when he
sees our tears, he knows that they are not only tears for our husbands, but tears for
him as well. . . . I would like to hold him by the hand, and show him that there is a
future, and that he can still change. (p. 17)

Many factors are at work where both justice may be restored and forgiveness facilitated. For example, forms of procedural justice, such as the simple opportunity
(under proper circumstances) to interact with the offender, may be enough to satisfy
the victim’s yearning for justice. As Bazemore (1998) points out, having a say in what
will happen to the offender, having the choice to express forgiveness, or even having
the knowledge that just seeing the victim and perhaps the victim’s suffering might
create a greater sense of remorse in the offender may help reestablish a sense of equity.
Likewise, for the offender, the opportunity to express remorse, either verbally or behaviorally (e.g., engaging in community service) may create a greater sense of justice.
Perhaps nothing is more central to a sense of restorative justice than a direct and
forthright apology. Suggesting that empathy may be “the central facilitative condition
that leads to forgiving” (p. 322), McCullough, Worthington, and Rachal (1997) found
that when an offending party apologizes for offensive behavior, the apology results in
increased empathy in the offended party, which may in turn facilitate a willingness to
forgive. Interaction between the offender and the victim may promote greater empathy
in both parties, thereby perhaps reducing motivation for retribution and increasing motivation for restoration, as communicated in the earlier quotation by Pearl’s forgiveness
of Eugene de Kock. Also, greater empathy may evoke a greater sense of genuine remorse
in the offender, once the damage to the victim is further realized. Expressions of apology that clearly communicate a sincere remorse, though perhaps difficult to discern, are
more likely to lead to forgiveness (McCullough et al., 1997, 1998).
In the case presented at the beginning of this chapter of the young girls who
wrongly implicated a homeless man for a crime he did not do, restorative justice procedures along the lines described here were not employed. In fact, one girl desired the
opportunity to express her remorse directly to the victim. It is very possible that the
experiences of forgiving and being forgiven would have been even further enhanced
with more opportunity for the perpetrators and victim to interact.
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NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
Our brief analysis suggests many crucial avenues for future research linking concerns for justice to forgiveness. One such avenue is to explore further on what basis
people think that justice or injustice has been served. That is, despite repeated demonstrations of the importance of fairness in human relationships, little research has
examined what comprises fairness judgments—taking into account that people are
subject to bias with regard to considerations of justice, such as differential notions
of what constitutes justice and differential perceptions of the offense (e.g., the recent
Kobe Bryant case) that may have important implications for what constitutes a just
resolution (Baumeister, 1997). We encourage further research such as that reported by
Blader and Tyler (2003) that begin to analyze a combination of specific criteria used
by people to evaluate, in their research, judgments of procedural fairness: two aspects
of group formal procedures (those that relate to decision making and those that relate
to quality of treatment) and two aspects of group authorities (quality of decision making by such authorities and the quality of treatment from those authorities). Further
understanding of such criteria may help us disentangle the conditions under which
the fulfillment of justice concerns promote (or fail to promote) forgiveness.
Similarly, victims often feel entitled to a sincere apology, and people are more
likely to forgive when they judge apologies to be genuine (McCullough et al., 1997,
1998). Are people good at judging the authenticity of an apology? Though research has
examined offender accounts, it remains unclear on what basis (and how accurate) are
judgments of the genuineness of an apology. We further note that it may be hard for
people to evaluate, even within themselves, the extent to which concerns for justice
as a morality-based principle are involved in strongly felt negative emotions that may
motivate revenge; yet little research to date has been conducted on how people make
such judgments.
Another important avenue to consider for future research is a differential understanding of justice as influenced by cultural processes (also see chapter 4 by Sandage
& Williamson). For example, perceptions of justice and its violation in a collectivist
society may involve considerations beyond the self, even when it appears that an offense has been committed against one person alone (Sandage, Hill, & Vang, 2003).
Differences may also exist between religious groups. For example, in Christianity, forgiveness is a supreme value, even to the point of discounting considerations of
justice (Marty, 1998), whereas in Judaism, forgiveness is predicated more on concerns
of justice (Cohen, Hall, Koenig, & Meador, 2005; Dorff, 1998). Thus, for example, the
Christian may think it right to forgive whether the offender has apologized; the Jew
may (and perhaps should) withhold forgiveness until the offender has engaged in a
process of repentance, or tshuvah.
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RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
When considering the utility of forgiveness in justice-oriented settings, it is crucial
to remember that people vary widely in their ideas about what forgiveness means and
how it relates to justice (Exline et al., 2003). Some believe that forgiveness, by its very
nature, opposes justice or negates the need to restore justice. Although forgiveness
researchers are unlikely to share these views, the views are nonetheless common
within the broader public. As such, we urge the use of caution and clarity when addressing forgiveness-related issues in justice contexts. For example, it may be unwise
to use the term forgiveness unless there is ample opportunity to defi ne the term—that
is, to clarify that forgiveness does not imply condoning, excusing, forgetting, trusting, or reconciling. Despite this difficulty with terminology, it may still be useful to
discuss anger-related issues with offended parties. In what ways is their anger helping
and/or hurting them? What strategies might be helpful in reducing their anger?
We also propose that, where possible, apologies should be encouraged when perpetrators seem to be experiencing genuine (which, again, is often difficult to discern)
remorse. Apologies are robust predictors of forgiveness, as reviewed earlier. Apologies also serve the important moral function of acknowledging the social norm that
has been broken (Tavuchis, 1991), which is a key factor in restoring a perpetrator to
the community. Granted, there are cases in which an apology can in no way repay
the debt, and it may even be helpful to acknowledge this shortcoming as part of an
apology. Despite its limitations, we contend that the careful and compassionate use of
apology can be a key factor in restoring a sense of justice.

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
For decades, researchers who study relationships in the workplace and in civilian life
have focused extensively on justice and have conceptualized many different types
of justice concerns. We agree with the underlying assumption that the establishment
of justice is, in many circumstances, a healthy and moral response; that is, not only
are concerns about justice often a noble reaction to an offense but efforts to reduce
injustice can provide potential benefits to all parties involved and, to the extent that a
healthy concern for justice becomes normative, to society as a whole. Justice researchers, however, have been slow in extending their research to forgiveness (Aquino et al.,
2003, Aquino et al., 2001), perhaps implying that rectifying injustice should itself be
the ultimate goal in restoring damaged relationships. Thus, for example, though forgiveness is an implicit concept in much of the restorative justice process (Zehr, 1990),
the focus has been primarily on restoring justice rather than promoting forgiveness
(Worthington, 2000). In fact, forgiveness has become an unpopular term among many
writers in the crime victims’ movement because it might be seen by some victims or
communities as exculpating offenders, forgetting or trivializing the offense, or victims might feel coerced to forgive implicitly (if not explicitly), suggesting that the
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ability to forgive is somehow related to greater worthiness for social concern (for a
review, see chapter 30 by Armour & Umbreit). In this sense, it is argued, the victims
are further victimized, thereby increasing the injustice gap.
Although certainly these concerns are legitimate, it may also be true that the
potential benefits of a restored justice include not just the reestablished sense of equity. Rather, restored justice may also be the means by which other healthy interpersonal and intrapersonal responses are facilitated. We have argued that one such
response—through the victims’ ability to overcome negative feelings associated with
injustice—is forgiveness. Thus, by replacing negative feelings of unforgiveness in
some form other than one of external coercion, the victim is not further victimized
but rather may be empowered to place the victimization experience behind him or
her and thereby move on in life with a greater sense of hope, meaning, and perhaps
restored dignity. In this sense, fulfilling a justice concern may facilitate forgiveness.

CONCLUSION
Justice is, within the individual, both perceived and multifaceted. When a sense of
justice is violated, whether in the workplace, in civil relationships, or in other types of
relationships, forgiveness is but one of an interdependent myriad of possible responses. Further investigating the combination of individual, interactional, and contextual
variables in considerations of justice that may facilitate forgiveness is a potentially
fruitful research endeavor.
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The Paradox of Forgiveness
in Restorative Justice
Marilyn Peterson Armour
Mark S. Umbreit

R

estorative justice has emerged internationally as a viable response to the harm
caused by crime. As an alternative to systems that focus nearly exclusively on
retributive justice, it seeks to elevate the role of crime victims and community
members, hold offenders directly accountable to the people they have violated, and
restore the emotional and material losses of victims. It provides a range of opportunities for dialogue, negotiation, and problem solving that can lead to a greater sense of
community safety, conflict resolution, and healing for all involved (Umbreit, 2001).
Most restorative justice practitioners use a humanistic approach to mediation that is
dialogue- rather than settlement-driven.

PERSONAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT FORGIVENESS
AND RESTORATIVE JUSTICE
The growing clinical and scholarly interest in the healing potential of forgiveness
(e.g., Enright & North, 1998; Witvliet, Ludwig, & Vander Laan, 2001; Worthington &
Wade, 1999) has pulled restorative justice into the limelight because of its ability to
achieve emotional repair for the victim through processes that reduce vengefulness
or increase empathy, factors that influence a forgiveness response (Strang & Sherman, 2003). In light of the parallels, it would be tempting to align restorative justice
with forgiveness and draw the erroneous conclusion that restorative justice explicitly promotes forgiveness. It is time for restorative justice proponents to clarify the
question of forgiveness and provide guidance to prevent the reductionism that might
otherwise simplify and distort the use of forgiveness. The purpose of this chapter,
therefore, is to delineate the dimensions of forgiveness in restorative justice dialogue, review empirical and theoretical data that address forgiveness or forgivenessrelated constructs in restorative justice programs, and offer suggestions for clinical
applications and future research.
491
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Description of Prevalent Restorative Justice Dialogue Programs
Three empirically grounded programs use restorative justice dialogue as a mechanism
to address harm and foster accountability in more than 2000 communities throughout
the United States and abroad. The programs are distinguished on the basis of who
participates, the nature of the crime, and when the mediated dialogue occurs.
Victim Offender Mediation (VOM) programs, sometimes referred to as Victim Offender Reconciliation Programs (VORP), are the most widely used and empirically substantiated form of restorative justice dialogue. More than 1,400 programs operate in 17
countries (Umbreit, 2001). VOM programs focus primarily on dialogue that is limited to
the victim, juvenile or adult offender, and his or her immediate family members. Family
Group Conferencing (FGC) involves the victim and the offender and the family, friends,
and key supporters of both in deciding the resolution of a criminal or delinquent act.
Most VOM and FGC programs work with property crimes and minor assaults. Victim
Offender Mediated Dialogue (VOMD) in severely violent cases is an emerging, postsentence, victim-driven initiative that occurs between the offender and victim. These
dialogues work with the victim and offender, and often include support people, in cases
of murder, rape, and aggravated assault. It requires more intense case development,
preparation, and extensive mediator training before bringing people together to address
the horrific violence and suffering that accompany these crimes.

Role of Forgiveness in Restorative Justice Dialogue
Restorative justice dialogue fosters the possibility for forgiveness—but only if the victim
voluntarily chooses that path (Gehm, 1992; Peachey, 1992). In this regard, forgiveness
can release the victim from the negative power of the crime (Zehr, 1995), raise the offender back to the status of a human being (Van Biema, 1999), facilitate the offender’s
reintegration into the community (Cragg, 1992), restore the victim’s peace of mind (Van
Strokkom, 2002), and potentially contribute to the victim’s mental (e.g., Coyle & Enright,
1997; Freedman & Enright, 1996) and physical health (e.g. Witvliet et al., 2001). Forgiveness has remained resolutely embedded in the restorative justice process while out of
sight of examination. We believe that explicating the current and implicit dimensions of
forgiveness may increase understanding of its unique role in restorative justice dialogue
and hopefully corral how outsiders view it. Because restorative justice is systemic in its
focus, the concept of forgiveness can have one or more of the following dimensions:
1. From the victim’s perspective, forgiveness refers to a conscious decision to free
himself or herself of the negative power that the offense and the offender have
over a person while not condoning or excusing the actor (Zehr, 1995). Letting go
of the negative power usually refers to disconnecting from the trauma or releasing bitterness and vengeance. This reduction in negative motivations neither precludes nor includes positive feelings toward the offender.
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2. From the offender’s perspective, the experience of being forgiven is associated
with feeling accepted by representatives of the community (e.g. victim, mediator,
neighborhood residents) who participate in a restorative justice conference. The
feeling of having been reinstated in the community as a moral citizen (Van Biema,
1999) occurs as the outgrowth of offender engagement in a process of accountability, remorse, and reparation.
3. From the victim’s perspective, forgiveness involves a transformed sense of meaning
about a transgression or crime (Armour, 2003). Restorative justice dialogue has no
absolute standard for assessing whether forgiveness has occurred or is even feasible.
Rather, the crucial dimension of forgiving is that a participant experiences a shift in
understanding of and relationship to the other person, oneself, and the world.
4. Mediators maintain neutrality about forgiveness as an outcome. The potential
for victim exploitation in restorative justice dialogues exists. Forgiveness must,
thus, be approached from a position of mediator disinterest in order to protect
the integrity of the dialogue and the victim’s safety. The institutional practice of
promoting offender apologies as a way to reduce recidivism does not recognize,
for example, its potential to place victims in an obligatory position to grant forgiveness. Likewise, crime victims are sometimes severely revictimized by religious prescriptions for unconditional forgiveness. The internalization of these
prescriptions may compromise the ability of victims to exercise free choice in
their decision making. Umbreit and colleagues (Umbriet, Vos, Coates, & Brown,
2003) maintain that restorative justice dialogue must be anchored in creating a
safe place that maximizes the opportunity of the involved parties to enter into a
direct dialogue about the impact of the crime on their lives and their community.
Mediators, therefore, need to guard the victim’s emotional safety and the opportunity for authentic dialogue by remaining personally de-invested in the outcome,
other than to support a process of healing that may include a change in attitude
toward the offender, as is inherent in the concept of forgiveness.
5. Forgiveness is implicit. Some critics have argued that for many individual victims, terms such as forgiveness and reconciliation are interpreted as devaluing
their criminal victimization or as judging their legitimate anger and rage as inappropriate (Murphy, 2000). Therein lies the paradox. On one hand, forgiveness and
reconciliation represent a powerful potential outcome of the process of mediatorassisted dialogue and mutual aid between crime victims and offenders. On the
other hand, the more one talks about these concepts, the more likely they will be
heard as behavioral prescriptions, and the less likely victims will participate and
have the opportunity to experience elements of forgiveness and reconciliation
(Umbreit, 1995). Because the word forgiveness is a lightning rod for many crime
victims and their advocates, the power of forgiveness in restorative justice may
be tied to keeping it an implicit part of the process, rather than making it explicit
(Hill, 2001). Indeed, forgiveness may occur as a by-product that is communicated
nonverbally through a shift in attitude (e.g., letting go of anger) or behavior (e.g.,
no longer fighting against the offender’s parole).
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6. Forgiveness within restorative justice may involve a bilateral process. Restorativejustice dialogue is based on the premise that victim and offender are together, in
part, because each has the power by virtue of his or her physical presence and behavior potentially to help heal the other. For many victims and offenders, forgiving
and feeling forgiven in the context of restorative justice dialogue may be inseparable
from the dyadic relationship. In unilateral forgiveness, victims work independently
of those who have offended them. In the bilateral process surrounding forgiveness,
victims work through the stages with the offender, dealing with issues of acknowledgment of wrongdoing, acceptance of responsibility, apology, offers of restoration,
requests for forgiveness, and (perhaps) the granting of forgiveness (Dickey, 1998;
Kittle, 1999). In this regard, bilateral processes surrounding forgiveness involve
numerous elements and steps, rather than a one-time, all-or-nothing event.
Forgiveness in restorative justice is multifaceted and conditioned by a protective
reactivity against the imposition of religious doctrine or social expectation. For the
offender, forgiveness generally refers to offender reinstatement in the community. For
the victim, forgiveness refers to transformed meaning that reduces unforgiveness in
the victim. Forgiveness, in the context of restorative justice, is often a derivative of a
bilateral process that requires victim and offender to be emotionally available to each
other. The emergence of authentic forgiveness is protected by the mediator’s de-investment in a particular outcome and awareness that forgiveness is an implicit rather
than explicit part of the process. Notwithstanding the forgoing comments, restorative
justice advocates also recognize and accept that many victims choose to forgive because granting forgiveness is congruent with their personal or religious beliefs.

THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL LITERATURE ON FORGIVENESS
Applied studies of forgiveness in restorative justice dialogues are thin. Outcome studies have focused on participant satisfaction (Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 2002) or offender
recidivism (e.g., Nugent, Umbreit, Wiinamaki, & Paddock, 2001) rather than forgiveness
as indicators of change. Little is empirically known, therefore, about whether restorative justice dialogue realizes its full potential (Strang, 2002). Theoretical formulations
as well as findings from clinical and experimental studies, however, have repeatedly
shown relationships between forgiveness-related constructs (i.e., apology and offender
remorse, and empathy and victim forgiveness; McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal,
1997; McCullough et al., 1998) and forgiveness and justice (Exline & Baumeister, 2000).

Forgiveness in Minor and Major Crimes
Outcome studies that specifically address forgiveness and changes in victim attitudes
toward offenders have been conducted on family group conferencing in Australia
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(Strang, 2002) and VOMD in Ohio and Texas (Umbreit et al., 2003). Reviews of victim
satisfaction in VOM programs in North America and Europe also provide some data
on forgiveness-related constructs (Umbreit, 2001; Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 2002).
Family Group Conferencing. A study known as the Reintegrative Shaming Experiments (RISE) project in Canberra, Australia (Strang, 2002) analyzed victim effects
after random assignment of 275 offenders to court or diversionary restorative justice
conference for violent crimes (n = 100) and property crimes (n = 175). Victim-based
response rate was 89% (88% for property crimes and 91% for violent crimes). Victims
who attended a restorative justice conference later said that they forgave their offenders in 39% of the cases. A forgiving attitude may be indicated by the fact that 36% of
all conference victims reported that wanting to help the offender was an important
reason for their participation. Statistically significant differences between conference
and court victims were found for anger reduction (63% vs. 29%), sympathy for the offender (48% vs. 19%), incidence of apology (72% vs. 19%), sincerity of apology (77%
vs. 41%), and effect of the intervention on closure (60% vs. 20%). Conference victims also felt that meeting with the offender repaired the harm (54%), helped reduce
shame and embarrassment (28%), and assisted them in feeling more settled (41%).
Fewer victims reported fear after the conference (14%) than before meeting with the
offender (38%).
The RISE experiment also analyzed the differential impact of crime (property vs.
violent offenses) on conference victim’s pre- and postconference responses. Increase
in sympathy for offenders was greater for victims of property crime (22% to 58%)
than for violent crime (14% to 34%). Reduction in anger was greater for victims of
property crime (58% to 24%) than violent crime (67% to 36%). Reduction in anxiety
was greater for victims of violent crime (58% to 42%) than for property crime (40% to
31%). Reduction in shame was greater for victims of violent crime (57% to 38%) than
for property crime (28% to 17%).
Victim Offender Mediation (VOM). Reviews of victim satisfaction in over 50 studies
of VOM programs in North America and Europe also provide some data on forgiveness-related constructs (Umbreit, 2001; Umbreit et al., 2002). Two multisite assessments (Coates, Burns, & Umbreit, 2002; Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 2001), for example,
showed that the top-ranking victim reason for choosing to participate was to help the
offender. Moreover, offenders participate to take direct responsibility for their own
actions, pay back the victim, and apologize for the harm (Umbreit, 2001). Reasons for
participation suggest that both parties feel a pull to “reach” the other in some meaningful way.
In addition, victims indicate that financial or material reparations are less important to them than the opportunity to talk to the offender about the crime (Coates
& Gehm, 1989; Strang, 2002; Umbreit, 1995; Umbreit & Coates, 1993). Victims who
participated in VOM were 2.6 times more likely to forgive the offender (Poulson, 2000)
and feel less fear (11%) than were victims in court (31%; Umbreit, 1995). They also
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reported more satisfaction (79%) than did victims in court (57%; Umbreit, 1994; Umbreit & Coates, 1993). Secondary analysis of satisfaction data from a U.S. study and a
Canadian study found that 40% of the variance was associated with three variables:
(1) The victim felt good about the mediator; (2) the victim perceived the resulting restitution agreement as fair; and (3) the victim, for whatever reason, had a strong initial
desire to meet the offender (Bradshaw & Umbreit, 1998; Umbreit & Bradshaw, 1999).
A review of four studies found that offenders were 6.9 times more likely to apologize to the victim in VOM and family group conferences than in court (Poulson,
2000). That is, nearly three of four (74%) offenders in restorative justice apologized,
whereas almost three of four (71%) offenders in court did not apologize. Umbreit and
Coates (1992) found also that 9 of 10 offenders listed “apologizing to the victim” as one
of the four most important issues in the mediation process.
Although these studies did not measure forgiveness, reviews of VOM studies show
that offenders have opportunities to hear the victims’ perspective, apologize, explain
their actions, and offer restitution, all of which can facilitate forgiveness by victims
(Gehm, 1992; Peachey, 1992).
Victim Offender Mediated Dialogue. There is speculation that the greatest benefit
from restorative justice may be found in the most serious crimes because the higher
level of emotional engagement by victims and offenders is the mechanism leading to
the emotions of empathy and remorse (Strang & Sherman, 2003). Although information on the results of VOMD is limited to case studies, in a program evaluation in
Canada (Roberts, 1995) and in a multisite, qualitative study of pioneering efforts in
two states (Umbreit et al., 2003), participant self-reports indicate exceptionally high
levels of client satisfaction with the process.
Umbreit and colleagues (2003) conducted extensive post-VOMD interviews with
the fi rst 79 participants (victims and offenders) in Texas and Ohio. Among other reasons, victims participated to share forgiveness (23%) and out of concern for the offender (18%). Offenders participated to apologize (38%) and to benefit victims (95%),
including helping victims heal (38%) and release anger (13%). Over half the sample
spoke spontaneously of forgiveness issues during the interviews. Forgiveness was
mentioned by 64% of offenders. Although forgiveness is not a stated goal of VOMD,
this study suggests that forgiveness is an important consideration in the minds of
victims and offenders. Self-reports indicate less victim anger and offender remorse.
Some interest in greater “reconciliation” is shown by the fact that 18% of participants
either wanted or were already engaged in additional contact with each other.

Conditions That Facilitate Victim Forgiveness
Restorative justice dialogue implicitly relies on the importance of emotional processes.
Although forgiveness has not been widely examined, there is a wealth of theoretical
and empirical knowledge about emotional dispositions that increase the possibility
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of forgiveness and have application to restorative-justice dialogues, namely, apology,
remorse, and empathy.
Apology. There is clear evidence that crime victims want apologies (Strang, 2002)
and that apologies influence whether forgiveness occurs (Witvliet, Worthington,
Wade, & Berry, 2002). Apology stimulates emotional dissonance and humility, which
allows victims to recognize their own transgressions and respond on the basis of
commonalities rather than differences (Kelln & Ellard, 1999; Levenson & Ruef, 1991;
Takaku, 2001).
The giving and receiving of apology, however, have sparked debate about issues of
power and control between victim and offender. For example, the emphasis on victim
need to receive an apology allows the offender to maintain control (Kittle, 1999), and
waiting for the apology as a precondition for forgiveness gives the offender too much
power (Regehr & Gutheil, 2002). Umbreit (1994) also argues that victims may feel
bound by social protocol to give young offenders the opportunity to make amends.
In contrast, Petrucci (2002) maintains that the offender’s taking of responsibility empowers the victim and contributes to the offender’s positive self-attributions.
Apology making has also raised concerns about the authenticity of the offender’s
response. Bazemore (1999) states that the practice of having juvenile offenders write
apology letters to their victims is gaining increasing acceptance. Coerced apologies
that are perceived as lacking authenticity raise concerns about revictimization (Lavery & Achilles, 1999). It can also turn a potentially healing process into something
mechanical and offensive. Because even weak or indirect apologies influence the
willingness to forgive (Bennett & Dewberry, 1994; Girard, Mullet, & Callahan, 2002),
it is important to recognize strong social norms that encourage victims to accept an
apology, regardless of its strength (Petrucci, 2002).
Offender Remorse. Although the emotional dynamics of confrontations have yet to be
investigated (Van Strokkom, 2002), victim-perceived offender remorse has shown the largest overall multivariate effect on measures of victim forgiveness (Gold & Weiner, 2000).
Remorse also increases the likelihood of getting more positive judgments from victims
(Daly, 2001). Although speculative, victim-perceived remorse likely impacts victims’ future expectations of offenders. Specifically, expression of remorse can affect perceived internalizations of a person’s moral code and be experienced as proof of sincerity. Moreover,
victims report reduced revenge and avoidance, less anger, less fear, and more forgiveness
only after a “strong” apology (Witvliet et al., 2002). It is hypothesized that victim empathy
is evoked because the remorseful offender appears as a wounded person in pain, and pain
cannot be evil. (Gobodo-Madikizela, 2002; Shabad, 1988; Tavuchis, 1991). Apology also
removes the victim’s shame. In its place, victims may compare themselves to the offender
and feel hypocritical (Exline, Worthington, Hill, & McCullough, 2003; Takaku, 2001) because they know that they too have done wrong. The cognitive dissonance is reduced by
the victim’s acknowledgment of shame associated with past deeds, which creates a bond
between victim and offender (Scheff, 1998).
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Empathy. Empathy is the only psychological variable shown to facilitate forgiveness
when induced experimentally (McCullough, 2001). Indeed, empathy completely mediates the apology-forgiveness connection (McCullough et al., 1997; McCullough et al.,
1998), which suggests that the linear sequence is from apology to empathy to forgiving,
rather than from apology to forgiving. Moreover, empathy-based forgiveness results in
more forgiveness than does non–empathy-based forgiveness (McCullough et al., 1997).
Empathy reduces the injustice gap by helping victims to see themselves as less innocent
and their offenders as less evil (Exline et al, 2003; Worthington, 2003).
Conditions that affect forgiveness include offender apology, offender attributions,
victim empathy, and relationship closeness (McCullough, 2001). Victim perception
of offender intentionality (Zechmeister & Romero, 2002) and severity of the transgression (e.g., Bonach, 2001) also influence the willingness to forgive. Many of these
relationships have been established in experimental or clinical settings but now need
to be shown in applied settings, such as restorative justice dialogues. Victim participation in restorative-justice dialogues consistently shows a generalized reduction in
fear and anxiety, both fear of being revictimized by the particular offender as well as
more free-floating anxiety (Umbreit, 1994, 1995). Specific studies (e.g., Strang, 2002)
have shown less anger, shame, and reduced suffering from the harm. The decrease in
unforgiveness may result from the affective interplay between victim and offender
that reduces the sense of injustice through apology making, remorse, and empathy.

NEW RESEARCH DIRECTIONS NEEDED IN THE AREA
Restorative justice populations offer a unique, real-world opportunity to examine formulations about forgiveness and forgiveness-related constructs. Moreover, because restorative justice can examine these constructs in the context of specific crimes, it can
reduce possible measurement error due to variation in perceived severity, salience,
and recency of the transgression. Restorative justice populations also allow a focus on
the dyad, which broadens the perspective to include more than just the person doing
the forgiving. In this regard, we need more research on bilateral processes surrounding forgiveness, including attention to how variables interact concurrently, not just
how they predict or relate in a unidirectional manner (Moore, 1997).
We hope that researchers will also examine the following issues. Little is known
about who does and does not elect to participate in restorative justice, what their attitudes are toward forgiveness, and the impact of the mediator on the process. Specifically, what are the postmediation outcomes for victims who forgive, who, prior to
the dialogue, have already forgiven, intend to forgive, are open to forgiving, or do not
intend to forgive? What events occur during the dialogue to generate or impede victim
forgiveness?
Studies are also needed on motives for victim forgiveness for those victims who
elect to forgive. Do victims forgive to reduce discomfort, to behave in accordance
with principles and beliefs, to express acceptance of the offender after receiving an
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apology, or possibly to reduce offender’s fear of the victim and gain the offender’s cooperation in dealing with unanswered questions about the crime? Moreover, how do
motives affect the interaction and outcome?
Although crime type influences victim response, are certain crimes more unforgivable than others? Some restorative justice advocates (e.g., Umbreit et al., 2003)
argue that restorative justice may be applied most meaningfully to crimes of severe
violence. Although forgiveness is not an inherent part of this consideration, empirical
studies are needed to ascertain the impact of crime type on victim response, including receptivity to forgiveness, and to examine possible change in victim perception of
criminal intent in restorative justice dialogue.
Longitudinal studies might also provide information about the significance of
preparation on both victims and offenders. A growth curve analysis might offer information about the role of time and the cumulative effect of premeeting preparation on
victim forgiveness. Examination of the mediator’s influence on victims and offenders
might also provide data about effective interventions on victim rumination or anger
and offender denial, proclivities that negatively influence victims’ forgiveness.
Research is needed on the impact of forgiveness on offenders. Does this inducement of prosocial behavior suggest that receiving victim forgiveness positively influences offender behavior generally? Studies are also needed on offender behavior after
forgiveness is granted.
We have argued against making forgiveness an explicit part of the process in restorative justice dialogues. This position, however, makes forgiveness more difficult to
research because it is not the primary focus and participants’ forgiveness-related behaviors may not be overt. Greater attention, therefore, must be given to participants’
perceptions of having given or received forgiveness and their verbal and non-verbal
communication with each other. Phenomenological studies on participants’ experience
of themselves and each other or analysis of videotaped mediations might begin to delineate the dimensions of implicit forgiveness. The study of implicit forgiveness presents
new and exciting challenges. For example, if forgiveness remains covert, how do we
know if forgiveness or an apology has occurred? Does the transformation of bitterness
and resentment into compassion mean that forgiveness has occurred? Does assuming
responsibility and expressing genuine sorrow and regret constitute an apology? Might
the answers to these questions vary based on differences in the perceptions of victim
and offender? Are there other behaviors that each party may perceive as equivalent to
forgiving or apologizing?”

PERSONAL THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIELD
Our current research applies both theory and findings from experimental and clinical
studies to a real-world population of victim and offender participant dyads in a VOMD
program for crimes of severe violence. It uses a combination of surveys, standardized
measures, and inmate behavior and recidivism reports to gather information at four
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points on whether change occurs in victim and offender attitudes (e.g., revenge, rumination, forgiveness, empathy, gratitude) and spirituality, victim physical and psychological symptoms, and offender behavior. As the fi rst empirical study to date of the
VOMD intervention, it offers a unique opportunity with an unusual sample of victims
and offenders involved in severely violent crime to test relationships between forgiveness-related constructs and the cumulative or dosage effects of an intense intervention in an applied and dyadic context.

RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL AND APPLIED INTERVENTIONS
Whereas restorative justice is an applied intervention, the things we have learned
can apply to other clinical situations as well—family and couple therapy, conflict
negotiation, and multiple forms of mediation. That is, they can help us understand
that forgiveness is multifaceted and conditioned by a protective reactivity against the
imposition of religious doctrine or social expectation; the bilateral nature of authentic
forgiveness; and, notwithstanding the victim’s desire to forgive, the practitioner’s deinvestment in a particular outcome.

CONCLUSION
Proponents of restorative justice face a significant dilemma. Forgiveness has been
demonstrated to occur in the most horrendous of crimes (Umbreit et al., 2003). The
extrapolation of forgiveness for study, however, gives it preeminence over the other
components of healing and raises valid concerns among victim advocates and victimservices staff about the possible imposition of external agendas on victims. Because
victims have historically been given no voice or were valued only as witnesses by the
criminal justice system, it is imperative to protect their safety and the integrity of the
restorative justice process by paying close attention to the emergence of scholarly interest in the health-promoting effects of forgiveness related to criminal offenses.
Our belief is that the significance of both forgiveness and restorative justice is their
potential to facilitate victim healing. If victim healing is paramount, then constructs
such as reduced anger and increased empathy may be as important as forgiveness.
Moreover, victim healing in restorative justice requires, and is intricately wrapped up
in, restoring victim safety and security. Victim safety and protection from prescribed
forgiveness have been ensured, so far, by making forgiveness “irrelevant” (unless victims specifically request help with forgiving), which allows it to play naturally in the
background. The goal in restorative justice, therefore, needs to remain on creating
conditions that further healing, including conditions such as offender apology and
remorse that may facilitate victim-desired forgiveness.
Forgiveness in the context of restorative justice remains a paradox. If the concept
of forgiveness is used as an explicit intervention, many victims and victim advocates
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will, at best, feel unsafe or even preached at. Some may feel quite offended. On the other
hand, the more forgiveness remains in the background with the focus on creating a
safe place for dialogue, the more likely it is that many if not most victims will feel safe
enough to travel the path of authentic forgiveness, if that is what they truly desire.
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Chapter Thirty-One

Forgiveness Bibliography
Michael Scherer
Kathryn L. Cooke
Everett L. Worthington, Jr.

T

his bibliography represents our ambitious attempt to accumulate an up-to-date
bibliography of forgiveness and forgiveness-related scientific literature and to
organize it into a directory (by topic), which can facilitate research. This includes, but is not limited to, scientific journal articles, book chapters, dissertations,
and books in the field. In consideration of space, we chose to omit dissertations when
it appeared that the dissertation study had been published in a refereed journal. We
understand that, despite our efforts to be comprehensive, many important journal
articles, books, dissertations, and book chapters may have been inadvertently overlooked. As such, we offer our most sincere apologies to all researchers and authors
that were excluded from this endeavor. Please, forgive us.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

More Questions About Forgiveness:
Research Agenda for 2005–2015
Everett L. Worthington, Jr.

A

fter completing our odyssey through the reviews of forgiveness, we are poised
to reflect on the current status of the field. In chapter 1, I posed eight questions
which I thought (at the start of work on this book in 2002) were fundamental.
Of course, that was not the fi rst time that stock had been taken in the field. In 1998,
I assayed the field (see column 1, Table 32.1). In 2000, McCullough, Pargament, and
Thoresen similarly reflected on the field (see column 2, Table 32.1). Comparing those
books, it was clear how much had been learned in a few short years of intensive research into forgiveness. I also summarized my 2002 questions (see column 3, Table
32.1). From Table 32.1, you can see that the questions posed in 1997 have not changed.
The answers have.

STATUS OF FORGIVENESS STUDIES AND IMPLICATIONS
FOR THE FUTURE
Question 1: What Is Forgiveness?
In the Handbook of Forgiveness, each reviewer defined forgiveness. Routinely, the
reviewers said there was no consensus understanding of forgiveness. After reading
the chapters, I disagree. There seems to be a near consensus. Most investigators said
forgiveness is not to be confused with excusing, exonerating, justifying, condoning,
pardoning, or reconciling. Virtually all investigators agree on what forgiveness is not.
What forgiveness is also achieves consensus if we accept that forgiveness has not one
but several definitions. That is not simply because investigators can’t agree. It is because there are several types of forgiveness (see Table 32.2). Two defi nitions predominate. Some investigators limit forgiveness to an individual’s experience of forgiveness.
Other investigators see forgiveness as a complex interpersonal process of forgiveness.
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For discrete acts of harm
Of self
Of and by God
Within relationships
Of a partner (for numerous acts)
As a trait or personal characteristic

Have precursors, covariates, consequences, and sequelae of both
unforgiveness and forgiveness been
identified?

Are there heuristic theories or models
of unforgiveness, naturally occurring
forgiveness, and the promotion of forgiveness? What is the adequacy of evidence for each?

•
•
•
•
•
•

3. From isolation to integration: Weaving
forgiveness into psychological theory
6. From conceptualization to research:
Expanding the empirical study of forgiveness

3. What is the role of religion (if any)
in forgiveness?

Has forgiveness of and by God been
investigated?

Has forgiveness been investigated at
the following levels?

4. From single to multiple levels of analy- 2. How is forgiveness best measured?
sis: Drawing on multiple perspectives
of forgiveness

Are there a diversity of validated
methods and measures of unforgiveness, forgiveness, and concepts that
are related to theory?

5. What are the benefits (and under
what conditions) of forgiveness?

4. What are the forgiveness processes
at individual, dyadic, and societal
levels?

1. What is forgiveness?

2. From one to many meanings:
Exploring the variety of meanings of
forgiveness

Are there consensus defi nitions
of major constructs?

Worthington (this volume)

McCullough, Pargament, and Thoresen
(2000)

Three Sets of Questions to Evaluate Progress in the Scientific Study of Forgiveness

Worthington (1998)

TABLE 32.1.
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5. From the expected to the unexpected:
Openness to the downside of forgiveness

6. What are the costs, limits, and iatrogenic effects of forgiveness?

Note: Numbers refer to the explicit ordering of questions in the works cited.

• Have major publications been published in medical and psychological
journals?
• Have critical reviews been published?
• Have important scholarly books
been published?
• Has a federally funded RFP been
initiated?
• Has broad dissemination occurred?

How high is the quality of publication
outlets?
How many of the objectives for
placement of publications have been
achieved?

To what extent have idiographic investigations revealed information specific
to different populations?

To what extent have highly relevant
target populations been studied and
interventions tailored to promote forgiveness within those populations?

8. Is there a future for forgiveness
studies?

7. Are there particularly effective
1. From distant to close-up: Conducting
ways to promote forgiveness with
proximal studies of forgiveness
individuals, dyads, and social or
7. From intuition to information: Building
societal units?
an empirically informed approach to
forgiveness in clinical practice
To what extent have nomothetic investigations revealed information about
unforgiveness and forgiveness in general?

Have conditions that indicate when
forgiveness is not warranted and not
likely to be effective been identified?
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Forgiveness as an Individual’s Experience. Two types of definitions are used to describe an individual’s experience. To some investigators, forgiveness is giving up a
grudge (i.e., resentment and bitterness) and not holding an offender’s injustice against
him or her. To other investigators, forgiveness is not only giving up negative thoughts,
feelings, motivations, and behaviors, but also involves replacing those with positive
thoughts, feelings, motivations, and behaviors. In some cases, this replacement is seen
as a mechanism for affecting an experience of forgiveness (Worthington & Scherer,
2004). In other cases, this replacement is the end result of forgiving (Fincham, Beach,
& Davila, 2004). Whereas these two defi nitions seem to be at odds with each other,
the resolution is in the type of relationship in which the transgression occurred (see
chapter 12 by Rusbult, Hannon, Stocker, & Finkel).
Forgiveness Is Different in Noncontinuing Versus Continuing Close Relationships.
Most investigators who defi ne forgiveness as reducing negative feelings, thoughts,
motivations, and behaviors study relationships between strangers, acquaintances, or
people who do not expect their relationship to continue. For example, if a person robs
a victim or a physician makes a medical error, forgiveness is legitimately defi ned as
giving up negative feelings, thoughts, motivations, and behaviors toward the offender.
On the other hand, when a betrayal or major disappointment occurs between romantic partners, family members, or close friends, forgiveness is defi ned as reducing of
negative experiences coupled with replacing them with positive experiences. Fincham and his colleagues (2004) argued forcefully that both experiences must be part
of forgiveness in marriage, parenting, and other family relationships.
Some situations are ambiguous. For example, in a workplace, if a co-worker or
a supervisor offends a worker, the nature of the relationship affects how the worker
will define forgiveness. If the worker does not believe that an ongoing relationship is
important, the worker will likely define full forgiveness as reducing or eliminating
negative experiences. On the other hand, if workers must work closely together, the
worker will likely not feel content simply to reduce negative experiences. He or she
will want to rebuild positive experiences into that relationship.
Forgiveness as a Decision to Control One’s Behavior. Some investigators emphasize
the importance of a victim’s decision about controlling his or her behavior toward
the offender. DiBlasio’s (1998) decision-based forgiveness is based on making willful
decisions. Enright has long included a decision to try to forgive as part of his process
model (see Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000, for a summary). McCullough and Worthington
(1995) tested decision-based interventions as early as 1995. Baskin and Enright (2004)
have shown in a meta-analysis that such decision-based models of intervention are
less effective in promoting experiences of forgiveness than are empathy-based models. The mental health, physical health, and relational and spiritual effects of making
a decision to forgive are virtually untested. Worthington (Exline, Worthington, Hill,
& McCullough, 2003; Worthington & Scherer, 2004) has differentiated decisional from
emotional forgiveness. In decisional forgiveness, people make a behavioral intention
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statement to eliminate their negative behavior in noncontinuing relationships and
also to restore positive behavior in continuing close relationships. The person might
(or might not) later experience forgiveness and might (or might not) express his or her
decision to the transgressor.
Experience of Forgiveness. Victims experience forgiveness internally. Virtually all
investigators would agree that an experience of forgiveness involves a prosocial transformation of cognition, emotion, motivation, and behavior. Investigators, however,
tend to disagree about which aspect of this experience to use as the sine qua non that
marks forgiveness. Some focus on cognition (Flanigan, 1996; Luskin, 2001; Thompson
et al., 2005; see chapter 12 by Rusbult et al.); some, motivation (i.e., McCullough and
early Worthington); others, emotion (i.e., Worthington & Scherer, 2004; see chapter 23
by Malcolm, Warwar, & Greenberg et al.); and still others, a confluence of changes (i.e.,
Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000).
Expression of Forgiveness (Within a Complicated Interpersonal Process Within a
Dyad). Some people see forgiveness as incorporating interactions around a transgression (see chapter 12 by Rusbult et al.). This process includes the experiences of an
individual (see above). However, they argue, other processes would be necessary to
understand the entire interpersonal surround of the “forgiveness process.” Investigators who define forgiveness interpersonally tend to be social psychologists who study
interpersonal interactions or social scientists who study forgiveness processes within
societal applications (see chapter 27 by Staub; chapter 28 by Cairns, Tam, Hewstone, &
Niens; chapter 29 by Hill, Exline, & Cohen; chapter 30 by Armour & Umbreit).
The interpersonal processes involved in forgiveness might begin with a transgression or a perceived transgression. The person might exert restraint (see chapter 12 by
Rusbult et al.), forbearance (McCullough, Fincham, & Tsang, 2003), and silently grant
decisional forgiveness (Worthington & Scherer, 2004). Many ways of dealing with
the transgression exist, including getting even, exacting vengeance, seeking justice,
excusing, exonerating, justifying the offense, and attempting to reconcile after the offense. These events are part of the process surrounding forgiving but are not the same
as the individual experience of forgiving.
An important part of this interpersonal forgiveness process has to do with the immediate accommodations by both parties involved. Accommodations can include immediate exits from interaction or discussion of the transgression. Later, discussion involves
reproaches by the injured party (i.e., requests for the perpetrator to explain why he or
she offended) and accounts (i.e., the explanations) by the perpetrator (see chapter 12
by Rusbult et al. and chapter 13 by Fincham, Hall, & Beach). Reproaches and accounts
depend on and lead to attributions of causality by both parties. The wrongdoer might
experience guilt or shame, let himself or herself off the hook (see chapter 10 by Tangney
et al.), or repent (i.e., apologize, confess, and seek to be forgiven for the wrongdoing).
Offender accounts might be denials, refusals to acknowledge wrongdoing, or justifications for wrongdoing. To mitigate wrongdoing, offenders might either make excuses
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(i.e., describe the mitigating circumstances) or concessions of wrongdoing, which might
involve apologies, offering restitution, and seeking forgiveness.
If the victim decides to forgive and begins to experience forgiveness (or sometimes even if such experiences are not genuine; Baumeister, Exline, & Sommer, 1998),
then forgiveness may be expressed, verbally or nonverbally, by the victim. The wrongdoer might then accept forgiveness from the victim and either forgive the self or stew
in his or her guilt and (perhaps) shame.
Forgiveness Within Societal and Intergroup Contexts. In society, interpersonal
interactions occur within a context of a history between or among groups. Often,
such interactions have an audience. Friends and community members observe dyadic
interactions around transactions. Ethnic groups attend to and interpret the interactions in light of intergroup history and intragroup assumptions. Group interactions
are complicated because not everyone holds the same view of history or assumptions
about what should and should not occur. Also, some wrongdoing violates either social
norms or explicit laws (see Gobodo-Madikizela, 2002). Prominent examples are crime
and terrorism. Legal penalties are prescribed for crime. Victim impact-statements,
which describe the suffering victims have undergone, as well as victim forgiveness
might be taken into consideration in sentencing. However, courts are not obligated to
do so. Through such testimonies, there is, therefore, a formal mechanism by which
forgiveness or lack of forgiveness can be considered and perhaps communicated in
ways that affect the outcome of a trial.
Justice and forgiveness are not more closely tied together in society for several
reasons. First, criminals and terrorists are brought to justice infrequently. Second,
many societal transgressions are violations of social norms or senses of common decency but are not violations of law. Insensitive ethnic insults—even delivered unaware—can wound. Deliberate slights and insults that are short of discrimination or
hate speech do not fall under legal jurisdiction but nevertheless keep ethnic conflict
on the front burner.
I have devoted substantial discussion to definitional issues not because disagreement across theoreticians is still characteristic of the field of forgiveness, as it has
been up to now, but because I believe that definitional issues are mostly settled, or
soon will be. They are settled because both theory and measurement have become
more precise. However, definitional clarity is now more advanced than is measurement.

Question 2: How Is Forgiveness Best Measured?
One’s definition of forgiveness in a particular research study or with a particular client should determine the measurement of forgiveness. As defi nitions have become
more precise, so have measures. Yet the development of measures currently lags definitional clarity.
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If a person’s individual experience of forgiveness is being measured, investigators
must make finer distinctions than have previously been made about what forgiveness
is. For example, both positive and negative aspects of forgiveness need to be measured and reported. The Enright Forgiveness Inventory (Subkoviak et al., 1995) has
subscales for positive and negative affect, behavior, and cognition. Likewise, laboratories directed by Rye (Rye et al., 2001), McCullough (McCullough et al., 2003), and
Worthington (Berry, Worthington, Jr., O’Connor, Parrott, III, & Wade, 2005) have the
capabilities to report both reductions in unforgiving emotions and motivations and
increases in forgiveness. Reporting both—even if, for example, there is no change in
forgiveness—and reporting separate effects on affect, behavior, cognition, motivation,
and physiology can enrich our understanding of forgiveness and its alternatives as
they occur in different types of relationships. Measures other than straightforward
self-report questionnaires are needed. Investigators have developed such measures
(see chapter 20 by Temoshok & Wald and chapter 22 by Noll). Physiological measures
have been developed using brain imagery (see chapter 16 by Farrow & Woodruff),
peripheral physiology (see chapter 18 by Witvliet), and cortisol (Berry & Worthington,
2001). Other non-questionnaire measures are needed.
Let us look at measurement in a different way. Instead of focusing on questionnaires or other types of measures, let’s ask about research design and statistical treatment. McCullough and Root (see chapter 7) have argued that research design must
become increasingly sophisticated. Indeed, it is doing so (see chapter 13 by Fincham
et al.). Studies of couples must consider (a) both partners and their reciprocal effects
on each other, (b) the context (i.e., sentiment override) and its effect on measures,
and (c) couple behaviors, physical reactions, and self-reports of thoughts, attributions,
beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes. Hoyt and McCullough (see chapter 8) have also
made a strong case for measurement rooted in the most recent psychometric theory
and involving multiple modalities. Have these recommendations been heeded thus
far? Clearly, the reviewers represented in this book would answer in unison, “Far too
infrequently.”
Perhaps a more cogent question is this: Will the recommendations be heeded in
the future? At the present, it appears the answer is again, “Far too infrequently.” Complicated designs require big samples and sophisticated statistical competence. Big
samples require money. Most forgiveness research is unfunded. In thesis and dissertation research, participants often are undergraduate students. Dissertation research
is not often federally funded. Even if it is, it is not funded long enough to collect the
huge samples needed for the statistics discussed in the chapters by McCullough and
Root, Fincham et al., and Hoyt and McCullough. In addition, even though many doctoral programs require students to learn sophisticated statistics, most students cannot
absorb enough in a few semesters to carry out the analyses at the level suggested by
our reviewers.
Does this mean that the field is doomed to second-class status because of terminal
methodological inadequacy? No. All fields face the same challenge. That challenge is
met in several ways. First, senior researchers need to seek funding. Not only would
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funded investigators bring resources to bear on research, but also spin-off master’s
thesis and dissertation research would increase. Second, researchers can string together two or three dissertations plus a faculty-initiated study into a multiple-study
publication. Third, researchers can collaborate across laboratories, which allows faculty members, each with graduate (and perhaps undergraduate) assistants, to focus on
a single problem. Fourth, collaboration in intervention research between large clinical practices and academic researchers is also becoming more common. In summary,
measurement is becoming more sophisticated. However, it lags defi nitional clarity,
and it requires larger-scale research for sophistication in measurement to advance to
the highest level.

Question 3: How and for Whom Is Interpersonal Forgiveness Related
to Religion?
For many years, forgiveness was considered to be practically owned by religion. That
was particularly true in the United States when the nation held a majority of people who professed Christianity. Christianity is characterized by forgiveness (Marty,
1998). Early research on the relationship between forgiveness and religion focused on
establishing a relationship between religious beliefs and values, and a forgiving disposition. People who are more religious, especially Christians, reported being more
dispositionally forgiving. As McCullough and Worthington (1999) observed, however,
high dispositional forgiveness in religious people did not strongly predict the level
of forgiveness in particular transgressions, and they suggest reasons why. Tsang, McCullough, and Hoyt (in press) investigated those suggestions. For example, if responses to transgressions are aggregated, a stronger relationship can be detected between
forgiving specific transgressions and reports of dispositional forgivingness.
Recently, researchers have moved beyond investigating this state-trait correlation
to finer-grained studies. Let me mention four examples. First, Exline and Martin (see
chapter 6) have studied people’s anger and disappointment with God. They observe
that people usually resolve their anger satisfactorily. Some people, however, resolve
it by rejecting their faith. Second, Mahoney, Rye, and Pargament (see chapter 5) have
observed that people treat overtly religious acts and symbols (e.g., the cross, baptism,
or the sacraments) as being sacred. People often treat secular objects such as marriage,
family, or country as sacred. When sacred objects are deemed to have been desecrated,
people are reluctant to forgive those transgressions (see chapter 5 by Mahoney et al.).
Third, Wuthnow (2000) has studied forgiveness in religious groups. Such groups, even
if they do not focus on forgiveness per se, were found to promote forgiving attitudes.
Fourth, Krause and his colleagues (e.g., Krause & Ellison, 2003) studied Christians
using qualitative interviews. They found doctrinal errors in beliefs about forgiveness
that could affect people’s forgiveness.
A similar increase in sophistication has occurred in the study of clinical and societal interventions. Rye et al. (2004) have studied a religiously tailored forgiveness
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intervention (see chapter 26 by Wade, Worthington, & Meyer). That intervention promoted more forgiveness with religious students and women who had undergone divorce than did a similar secular intervention. Cairns et al. (see chapter 28 by Cairns,
et al.) described the conflict in Northern Ireland between Irish Protestants and Roman
Catholics (see also chapter 27 on Rwanda by Staub). Religion empowered each group
to hold on to its beliefs and made conflict difficult to resolve. Perhaps the reason might
be found in Mahoney et al.’s (see chapter 5) view that desecrated sacred objects are
invested with emotion.
Many important questions about religion and forgiveness have not been addressed. For example, no investigations have sought to determine whether forgiveness
can induce spiritual transformations or whether spiritual transformations can promote forgiveness. No one has thoroughly documented empirically the negative effects
of forgiveness. For example, many Christians believe that their divine forgiveness is
dependent on their interpersonal forgiveness. Might this religious pressure to grant
forgiveness lead to people saying they forgive but holding emotional unforgiveness, to
the detriment of their physical and mental health (see Baumeister et al.’s, 1998, hollow
forgiveness). Might they squelch legitimate resentment (see chapter 3 by Murphy)?
Might they forgive quickly and thus not hold perpetrators accountable? Might perpetrators assume that forgiveness from their victim implies that the perpetrators need
not be accountable and thus take advantage of victims repeatedly? Might guilt-ridden religious people be reluctant to forgive themselves (see chapter 10 by Tangney et
al.)? Might self-absorbed and narcissistic religious people let themselves off the hook
through glib forgiveness that short-circuits apology, restitution, and making amends?
Researchers have also not investigated how people forgive when religious differences
are strongly embedded in historical conflict between religions.
In summary, as the scientific study of forgiveness began, investigators generally
held religious issues at arm’s length. They seemed to want to establish that forgiveness
could be studied apart from its religious roots. That has been established. Now we
must ask the hard questions about the intersection of religion and forgiveness.

Question 4: How Does Forgiveness Affect the Participants
in the Forgiveness Process?
What is the status of our understanding of the processes surrounding forgiving? Let’s
use Table 32.2 to guide our evaluation. For transgressions perpetrated by strangers,
little research has been done on decisional forgiveness. We don’t know whether making a decision to forgive affects the internal experience of forgiveness—emotionally,
cognitively, motivationally, and behaviorally. We also don’t know whether granting
decisional forgiveness affects expressing that forgiveness to a person with whom
one does not anticipate having a close ongoing relationship. For instance, in restorative justice, what effects will either granting or not granting forgiveness have on the
victim, offender, and perhaps involved observers (see chapter 29 by Hill et al. and
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chapter 30 by Armour & Umbreit)? Decisional forgiveness of a stranger has not been
examined from the offender’s point of view. The offender might (a) experience guilt,
(b) be self-condemning, or (c) fi nding out that a victim has granted forgiveness, grant
self-forgiveness more readily than when knowing nothing about the victim or knowing that the victim still bears a grudge. Those three outcomes are starkly different,
and we currently know nothing about any of the three.

TABLE 32.2.

Emerging Consensus Defi nitions of Forgiveness

Type of forgiveness Defi nitions if transgressor
is a stranger or if continuing
relationship is not desired

Defi nitions if transgressor is in a
close relationship and continued
relationship is desired

Decisional
forgiveness

A private behavioral intention
statement to eschew getting even,
seeking revenge, or acting to bring
harm or disadvantage to the offender.

A private behavioral intention statement (1) to eschew getting even,
seeking revenge, avoiding, or acting
to bring harm or disadvantage to
the offender and (2) to attempt to
heal relational damage and, if possible, strengthen the relationship.

Experience
of forgiveness

To give up a grudge so that one
eliminates negative cognition,
emotions, motivations, and behaviors toward the offender.

(1) To give up a grudge toward the
offender and (2) to reach net positive cognition, emotions, motivations, and behaviors toward the
offender.

Process
of interpersonal
forgiveness

Forgiveness is either internal or
is achieved through discussion
with a third party (e.g., counselor,
friend). Decisional or experienced
forgiveness are not usually expressed to the transgressor but
possibly could be expressed to the
third party. Thus, accounts might
(or might not) have occurred, but
interactions are not ongoing.

Interpersonal forgiveness includes
interpersonal interactions surrounding a transgression, which
include (a) the transgression, (b)
accommodation processes by either party, (c) attributions (e.g., of
blame by the victims or of justification by the offender), (d) reproaches, (e) accounts by the offender, (f)
seeking forgiveness or rejecting the
need for forgiveness by the offender, (g) a victim’s decisions about of
forgiveness, (h) a victim’s expressions of emotional forgiveness, (i)
acceptance of forgiveness by the
offender, and perhaps (j) self-forgiveness by the offender.
In society, such dyadic interactions
surrounding transgressions occur
within historical, in-group/outgroup, and social normative (or
legal) contexts that affect interpretation of events.
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Many questions are also ripe for investigation in close interpersonal interactions.
Does making a private decision to forgive a partner affect the victims’ thoughts, feelings, motivations, or behaviors? Furthermore, can the offender detect the changes if
a decision is made but not communicated explicitly? If the victim experiences forgiveness, what further effects might this have on the victim? Will it affect physical
(see chapter 19 by Harris & Thoresen) or mental health (see chapter 21 by Toussaint
& Webb)? Behavior in the future? Furthermore, if the victim experiences thorough
forgiveness but does not communicate that to the offender and if the offender detects
that the victim has forgiven but is reluctant to express that, then does that perceived
incongruity affect the offender’s behavior or judgments toward the victim? Little has
been done in studying the expression of forgiveness between victim and offender and
the consequences of different communications. Complex interactions were described
in chapter 1, yet few of those had been studied empirically.
In summary, despite all the research that has been done on forgiveness, the bulk
of the research has concentrated on the victim’s experience. The complexity of the process—especially the interactions around transgressions—remains largely unexplored.

Question 5: What Are Benefits of Forgiveness?
Perhaps as much progress has been made on documenting potential benefits of forgiveness as any topic on forgiveness. Yet despite accumulated research on physical health
benefits (see Worthington & Scherer, 2004), little has been established definitively (see
chapter 19 by Harris & Thoresen). Investigations in the young science of forgiveness
have not employed longitudinal designs necessary to document that forgiveness has a
causal relationship to physical health or ill health. Researchers have not disentangled
the effects of reducing unforgiveness and forgiving. Although mental health benefits
of spontaneously forgiving and intervention-induced forgiveness have been found (see
chapter 21 by Toussaint & Webb), criticisms similar to the ones that Harris and Thoresen levied against the study of forgiveness and physical health could be levied against
forgiveness and mental health. Research has not been longitudinal and has not disaggregated the effects of reducing unforgiveness from those granting or experiencing forgiveness. Substantial research has been done on forgiveness’s benefits to relationships.
Fincham and his colleagues (see chapter 13) and others have shown that behaviors by
one partner in a couple affects behaviors by the other partner. Forgiveness benefits relationships, even if ratings of overall relationship satisfaction are used as covariates.
For the most part, researchers have assumed that forgiveness is genuinely beneficial. Two significant deficits thus characterize the literature.
1. Costs have been less well documented.
2. The difficult and detailed scientific work of establishing causal relationships as
opposed to correlational relationships has yet to be done.
Thus, the exciting investigation of causality must now be undertaken.

RT9491_C032.indd 567

5/13/05 10:48:12 AM

568

Handbook of Forgiveness

Question 6: What are the Costs, Limits, and Iatrogenic Effects
of Forgiveness?
Early in forgiveness studies, researchers were often enthusiastic about studying forgiveness and did not specify or study the costs, limits, and iatrogenic effects of forgiveness. Popular books bordered on boosterism (see chapter 3 by Murphy). Clinical
reports and scientific studies emphasized the benefits of forgiveness. No experience is
universally beneficial. In the last 7 years, reports have begun to document the limits
of forgiveness. Of course, many people criticized forgiveness for years (i.e., Wiesenthal, 1998). Philosophers objected to uncritical forgiveness (Lamb & Murphy, 2002).
Criticism-lite flirtation with forgiveness crashed to the ground on September 11, 2001.
With the attack on the United States, motives for getting even, justice, revenge, and
retribution were set ablaze. The United States struck back. Reactions to invasions of
Afghanistan and Iraq were galvanized within and outside of the United States. Retaliation mentality and anti-U.S. reactions divided rather than promoted reconciliation.
As a consequence, a social backlash against forgiveness has recently coincided with
dissatisfaction at an often-uncritical approach to forgiveness by clinicians and scientists. Thus, scientific approaches have become more critical since 2001. Researchers
are now more often combining their study of forgiveness with identifying the benefits
of vengeance, revenge, resentment, and payback (see Chapman & Spong, 2003; Horowitz, 2004; Lamb & Murphy, 2002; see chapter 3 by Murphy and chapter 27 by Staub.

Question 7: Are There Particularly Effective Ways to Promote Forgiveness
With Individuals, Families, and Larger Social or Societal Units?
Many forgiveness interventions have been proposed and tested. Enright’s process
model of forgiveness is the gold standard (see chapter 24 by Freedman, Enright, &
Knutson), but Rye’s model (Rye et al., 2004) shows excellent outcomes in relational
context. The meta-analysis by Wade et al. (see chapter 26) identifies common factors in interventions to promote forgiveness. Most interventions have helped people
change their internal experiences of forgiveness. Few investigators have examined
forgiveness within contexts of reconciliation or devised interventions to promote reconciliation (cf. see chapter 25 by Gordon, Baucom, & Snyder).
Research has suggested that interventions, especially in groups, that are targeted
toward a particular problem, such as Rye et al.’s (2004) attempt to help divorced people
forgive or most of Enright’s studies, are generally more effective than are nontargeted
forgiveness interventions. Both targeted and non-targeted interventions have their
places. On one hand, therapeutic efficiency is possible with groups aimed generally at
forgiving. Most practices of clinical psychology do not have enough clients to constitute a group of people focused on adults who desire to forgive a significant hurt from
(a) the parents of origin, (b) divorce, or (c) marital problems. However, a clinical practice might have many people who are dealing with significant interpersonal hurts for
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which a non-targeted forgiveness intervention is appropriate. Thus, it is important to
study the efficacy of non-targeted group interventions. If settings can sustain targeted
interventions, current research suggests that those will produce the most forgiveness.
For example, if a trauma center ran groups dealing with trauma (even if different
types), a marriage clinic ran groups for marital or parenting issues, or a rehabilitation
center ran groups for issues related to substance abuse, those groups would likely be
more effective than would groups that combined people with a variety of problems.
The common expectation that evidence-based interventions are de rigueur leaves
open the issue of which forgiveness interventions are evidence based. Although numerous interventions have some empirical support for their efficacy (see chapter 14 by
Battle & Miller, chapter 23 by Malcolm et al., chapter 24 by Freedman et al., chapter
25 by Gordon et al., and chapter 26 by Wade et al.), none has reached the level of an
officially designated “empirically supported” intervention. To reach that status, at
least two independent controlled clinical trials conducted in different laboratories
must support the efficacy of treatment. The field is too young and funding too meager
to date to meet such criteria.

Question 8: Is There a Future for Forgiveness Studies?
Have the Low-Hanging Scientific Fruits Been Plucked? Fields of scientific study often follow a predictable path. At the beginning, the questions are bold, broad, and
breathtakingly exciting. New research tends to answer the big questions. The next
generation of questions is more nuanced. Answers have less widespread appeal. Later,
questions are increasingly specialized until the field collapses upon itself: Knowledge
is precise but no one gives a rip about the jots and tittles. Where is the field of forgiveness studies? Have the big questions been answered? Are the answers now prefaced
with so many qualifications, hems, and haws that experts sound to the public like
eggheads? My answer: Big questions are plentiful.
Basic Research Questions. Empirical questions about the fundamental processes involved in forgiveness abound. Measurement is becoming increasingly sophisticated,
as are the questions that are being asked (see chapter 7 by McCullough & Root and
chapter 8 by Hoyt & McCullough). Yet huge questions remain unaddressed.
Personality. Mullet, Neto, and Riviére (see chapter 11) suggest that people with
vengeful personalities act differently than do people who hold grudges (Exline & Baumeister, 2000), maintain resentment (see chapter 3 by Murphy), or experience unforgiveness (Worthington & Wade, 1999). Researchers need to identify different patterns
of behavior and different interventions for each of these types of people.
Understudied Topics. Some important areas that were reviewed in the present volume are thoroughly underresearched. For example, trauma (see chapter 22 by Noll),
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family (see chapter 14 by Battle), children (see chapter 9 by Denham, Neal, Wilson,
Pickering, & Boyatzis), restorative justice (see chapter 29 by Hill et al. and chapter 30
by Armour & Umbreit), and forgiveness of self (see chapter 10 by Tangney et al.) are
all understudied.
Domination by a Few Active Researchers. Many of the topics reviewed in this book
are well researched; however, the field is dominated by only a few active researchers. They provide an in-depth view of the area, but the view depends largely on one
research lab with one methodology and often one or two theoretical foci. For example,
understanding forgiveness in marriage is dominated by Fincham’s work. Interventions are more broadly represented (see chapter 26 by Wade et al.) but the Enright,
Worthington, and Rye labs dominate what is known about interventions. In the areas
of personality (see the four tables in chapter 11 by Mullet et al.) and social psychology,
the findings are more balanced across investigators.
Are there funds for research in forgiveness? From 1998 through 2005, fourteen
funding partners from private sources fueled forgiveness research, contributing to
A Campaign for Forgiveness Research. At present, though, funding is scarce, despite
much talk about how important forgiveness is. Federal funding agencies have not
been forthcoming with RFAs. Nor have major grants been awarded to study forgiveness by any major federal agency. Is there a future for forgiveness studies?

CATCH MY PASSION
I hope this book will persuade you to invest your resources in forgiveness. If you are
a researcher, you can invest your future in this field. The questions are exciting. They
touch the heart and are useful. You can help better people’s lives through research.
In the practical matters of research success, you can be assured that there are both
high-level outlets for your research and eager graduate students who want to study
forgiveness.
If you are a practitioner, you can use powerful interventions to help families, adults,
children, those who have been victimized, and those who have been traumatized. You
can invest your time and effort in running forgiveness groups or using forgiveness in
counseling, family life education, and community prevention. Basic research has fed
practice (broadly defined), and practice has fed ideas back into the laboratory.
If you are a religious leader, you can use or adapt the many findings to benefit those
under your care. Invest your effort and time in learning and teaching people how to
forgive and what they can expect (and should not expect) when they try to forgive.
If you are a philanthropist, I hope you have seen that research can help people. If
you are a federal funding agency, I hope you can see that this field will help contribute to solving individual and societal problems. Excellent researchers have developed
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workable paradigms, accumulated promising pilot data, and developed scientific tools
to help solve significant social problems.
If you are a public policy specialist, I hope you see that forgiveness studies are relevant for government support. The common welfare involves helping heal individual
hurts, holding marriages together, giving children their best chance to thrive and
grow into social contributors, reforming the criminal justice system (through more restorative justice), helping civil disputes be settled out of court more often, preventing
lawsuits in the area of medical malpractice, and contributing to foreign and domestic
relations. Public policy applications are plentiful.
But whether you are a researcher, graduate student, practitioner, religious leader,
philanthropist, government funder, or public policy specialist, the proof is in your
own life. Have transgressions touched you or those you love? Do you wish we knew
more to ease that pain, smooth out social bumps, and soothe psychological bruises?
We can know more as we invest in the scientific study of forgiveness.
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