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It would give us some comfort if we could
only forget a past that we cannot change. If
we could only choose to forget the cruelest
moments, we could, as time goes on, free our-
selves from their pain. But the wrong sticks
like a nettle in our memory. The only way to
remove the nettle is with a surgical procedure
called forgiveness.

Smedes, The Art of Forgiving

Without being forgiven, released from the
consequences of what we have done, our ca-
pacity to act would . .. be confined to a single
deed from which we could never recover; we
would remain the victims of its consequences
forever.

Arendt, The Human Condition

Human beings appear to have an innate procliv-
ity to reciprocate negative interpersonal behav-
ior with more negative behavior. When insulted
by a friend, forsaken by a lover, or attacked by
an enemy, most people are motivated at some
level to avoid or to seek revenge against the
transgressor. Although both of these two post-
transgression motivations can be destructive,
revenge is usually the more potent and almost
always the more glamorous of the two. Seeking

revenge also is so basic that Reiss and Haver-
camp (1998) recently posited it to be one of 15
fundamental human motivations {also see New-
berg, d’Aquili, Newberg, & deMaridi, 2000).
The tendency to retaliate or seek retribution
after being insulted or victimized is deeply in-
grained in the biological, psychological, and cul-
tural levels of human nature. Primatologists
have documented that certain species of old-
world primates (including chimpanzees and ma-
caques) coordinate retaliatory responses after
being victimized by another animal, sometimes
even after considerable time has passed (Aureli,
Cozzolino, Cordischi, & Scucchi, 1992; de Waal,
1996; Silk, 1992). Psychologically, the human
proclivity for revenge is also codified in the
norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960): People
are motivated to respond to injuries and trans-
gressions by committing further injuries and
transgressions equivalent to those they have
suffered. However, revenge rarely is perceived
as being equitable. Victims tend to view trans-
gressions as more painful and harmful than do
perpetrators. Moreover, when a victim exacts
revenge, the original perpetrator often perceives
the revenge as greater than the original offense
and may retaliate to settle the score, thereby
perpetuating a vicious cycle of vengeance (see
Baumeister, Exline, & Sommer, 1998).



The motivation to return harm for harm has
long been a part of human culture and is one of
the most rudimentary approaches to dealing
with perceived injustice (Black, 1998). Nearly all
cultures have attempted to codify the lex tal-
fonis (i.e., the law of retaliation) so that revenge
could be taken out of the hands of individuals
and placed in the hand of a dispassionate third
party (such as the society itself). Indeed, the
formation of stable political life has been virtu-
ally dependent on the regulation of the revenge
response (Shriver, 1995).

Forgiveness in Psychology

People have devised a variety of potential so-
lutions to the corrosive effects of interpersonal
transgressions (Fry & Bjorkqvist, 1997). One
mechanism that .can interrupt the cydlical na-
ture of avoidance and vengeance is forgiveness,
an approach whereby people quel! their natural
negative responses to transgressors and become
increasingly motivated to enact positive ones in-
stead. Many of the world’s religions have artic-
ulated the concept of forgiveness for millennia
(McCullough & Worthington, 1999; Rye et al.,
2000). Indeed, the proposition that people have
been forgiven by God and, as a result, should
forgive their own transgressors is common to
all three great monotheistic traditions (Mc-
Cullough & Worthington, 1999).

Despite the importance of forgiveness within
many religious traditions, social theorists and
social scientists basically have ignored forgive-
ness for the last three centuries. Forgiveness
fails to warrant even a footnote in 300 years of
post-Enlightenment thought. In the final two
decades of the 20th century, however, social
scientists began to study forgiveness (Mc-
Cullough, Pargament, & Thoresen, 2000b).
They progressed in defining and measuring it,
and in exploring its developmental, personality,
and social substrates. They also made progress
in assessing its value for individual and social
well-being, and in designing interventions to
promote forgiveness. Evidence of sdentific
progress can be found in the growing number
of empirical journal articles, the convening of
several national conferences, and the production
of several edited collections devoted to forgive-
ness (e.g., Enright & North, 1998; McCullough,
Pargament, & Thoresen, 2000a; Worthington,
1998). Moreover, in 1998 the John Templeton
Foundation and other philanthropic foundations
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began a campaign to provide $10 million in
funding for scientific research on forgiveness
(Holden, 1999). With national interest in the
topic, strong finandial support, and scores of re-
search teams, we may be entering a golden era
of forgiveness research (McCullough, 2001).

In the present chapter, we first define the
term forgiveness and differentiate three senses
in which it can be applied as a psychological
construct. Then we review the existing research
on the psychology of forgiveness.

What Is Forgiveness?

Theorists and researchers generally concur with
Enright and Coyle’s (1998) assertion that for-
giveness is different from pardoning (which is,
strictly speaking, a legal concept); condoning
(which involves justifying the offense); excus-
ing (which implies that a transgression was
committed because of extenuating circum-
stances); forgetting (which implies that the
memory of a transgression has decayed or
slipped out of conscious awareness); and denial
(which implies an unwillingness or inability to
perceive the harmful injuries that one has in-
curred). Most scholars also agree that forgive-
ness is distinct from reconciliation, a term that
implies the restoration of a fractured relation-
ship (Freedman, 1998). To go further in defin-
ing forgiveness, however, we must differentiate
among three senses in which the term can be
used. Forgiveness may be defined according to
its properties as a response, as a personality dis-
position, and as a characteristic of social units.

As a response, forgiveness may be under-
stood as a prosocial change in a victim’s
thoughts, emotions, and/or behaviors toward a
blameworthy transgressor. A variety of concep-
tualizations of forgiveness as a response can be
found in the published literature (McCullough
& Worthington, 1994; Scobie & Scobie, 1998).
All of these definitions, however, are built on
one core feature: When people forgive, their re-
sponses (i.e., what they feel and think about,
what they want to do, or how they actually be-
have) toward people who have offended or in-
jured them become less negative and more pos-
itive—or prosocial—over time (McCullough,
Pargament, & Thoresen, 2000b).

As a personality disposition, forgiveness may
be understood as a propensity to forgive others
across a wide variety of interpersonal circum-
stances. In this sense, people can be scaled along
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a forgiving-unforgiving continuum, with most
people (by definition) falling somewhere toward
mean of the population. The disposition to for-
give might itself have several aspects (Mullet,
Houdbine, Laumonier, & Girard, 1998).

As a quality of social units, forgiveness may
be understood as an attribute that is similar to
intimacy, trust, or commitment. Some social
structures (e.g., some marriages, families, or
communities) are characterized by a high degree
of forgiveness (e.g., marriages, families, or com-
munities in which participants are forgiven
readily for their transgressions), whereas other
social structures are characterized by less for-
giveness (e.g., social institutions that hasten to
ostracize or retaliate against members who com-
mit transgressions).

Measures of Forgiveness

A variety of measures have been developed to
operationalize the three understandings of for-
giveness described here. Several psychometric
studies have focused on developing self-report
measures that operationalize forgiveness as a
response (McCullough, Hoyt, & Rachal, 2000).
Instruments that assess how much a person has
forgiven another person for a specific offense
are widely available (e.g., McCullough et al.,
1998; Subkoviak et al, 1995; Trainer, 1981;
Wade, 1989). For example, Enright and col-
leagues (e.g., Subkoviak et al., 1995) developed
the 60-item Enright Forgiveness Inventory
(EFI), which consists of six subscales that assess
the extent to which the victim experiences pos-
itive and negative affects, cognitions, and be-
haviors/behavioral intentions regarding a trans-
gressor. Recently, McCullough et al. (1998)
refined a set of items from Wade’s (1989) For-
giveness Scale into a 12-itemn measure called the
Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motiva-
tions (TRIM) Inventory. The TRIM Inventory
consists of two subscales: one for assessing the
extent to which an offended person is motivated
to avoid a transgressor (Avoidance) and one for
assessing the harm done to the transgressor
(Revenge). The TRIM Inventory, which appears
as an appendix at the end of this chapter, has
good internal consistency, good convergent and
discriminant validity, and the theoretically spec-
ified two-factor structure (McCullough et al,
1998; McCullough & Hoyt, 1999).

Many measures for assessing the disposition
to forgive and other forgiveness-like personality

constructs are available or are under develop-
ment (for review see McCullough, Hoyt, &
Rachal, 2000). For example, Enright and col-
leagues (e.g., Enright, Santos, & Al-Mabuk,
1989) developed an interview measure for as-
sessing the moral-cognitive development of rea-
soning about forgiveness. In addition, several
paper-and-pencil measures have been developed
to assess people’s attitudes and behaviors related
to revenge or forgiveness (e.g., Ashton, Pau-
nonen, Helmes, & Jackson, 1998; Caprara, 1986;
Emmons, 1992; Mauger et al.,, 1992; Mullet et
al, 1998; Schratter, Iyer, Jones, Lawler, &
Jones, 2000; Snyder & Yamhure, 2000; Stuck-
less & Goranson, 1992). Also, at least four
scenario-based measures of the propensity to
forgive are currently under development
(Berry, Worthington, Parrot, O'Connor, &
Wade, 2000; in press; Rye et al., 1999; Tangney,
Fee, Reinsmith, Boone, & Lee, 1999). In Berry
et al.’s (in press) Transgression Narrative Test
of Forgivingness (TNTF), respondents rate how
likely they would be to forgive offenders (e.g.,
a classmate, friend, or cousin) described in 5
paragraph-long scenarios. The TNTF has good
test-retest reliability. Berry et al. (2000) have
also developed the Trait Forgivingness Scale, in
which respondents rate how much they agree
or disagree with 10 statements related to for-
giveness. This scale has adequate reliability and
validity. The Forgiveness Likelihood Scale (Rye
et al, 1999) assesses how likely respondents
would be to forgive in 15 scenarios described in
one or two sentences {e.g., a family member hu-
miliates the respondent, a stranger breaks in
and steals money, a significant other betrays the
respondent). The Forgiveness Likelihood Scale
shows good internal consistency and good test-
retest reliability, and it is positively correlated
with the Enright Forgiveness Inventory. Tang-
ney et al.’s (1999) Multidimensional Forgive-
ness Inventory presents 16 one- to two-
sentence scenarios in which the respondent
alternates between taking the perspective of the
perpetrator or the victim. The instrument mea-
sures how likely respondents are to ask for for-
giveness and to forgive themselves when they
are in the perpetrator role, and how likely they
are to forgive their offenders when in the victim
role. The Multidimensional Forgiveness Inven-
tory also has good internal consistencies.

We are aware of only one measure that could
be used to assess forgiveness as an attribute of
social units or relationships (Hargrave & Sells,
1997). This measure can be used to assess the



extent to which people experience forgiveness
for another person within a specific relationship,
typically a family member with whom one has
a long-standing history of relational transgres-
sion. Clearly, more psychometric work should
be devoted to developing instruments for as-
sessing the nature and extent of forgiveness
within dyads, families, communities, and other
social units.

Summary of Current Research Findings

Using measures such as those we have de-
scribed, researchers have begun to shed light on
several dimensions of forgiveness. In particular,
they have explored: (a) how the propensity to
forgive develops across the life span; (b) the per-
sonality traits that are linked to forgiveness; (c)
the social-psychological factors that influence
forgiveness; and (d) the links of forgiveness to
health and well-being.

Development of the Disposition
to Forgive

Darby and Schlenker (1982) were the first
researchers to notice age-related trends in
forgiveness. Consistent with Darby and
Schlenker’s (1982) original findings, other re-
searchers have found that people appear gen-
erally to become more forgiving as they age
{Enright et al., 1989; Girard & Mullet, 1997;
Mullet & Girard, 2000; Mullet et al, 1998;
Park & Enright, 1997; Subkoviak et al., 1995).
For example, Enright et al. (1989) found that
chronological age and reasoning about forgive-
ness were correlated strongly in a sample of
American children, adolescents, and adults. Gi-
rard and Mullet (1997) also reported age differ-
ences in willingness to forgive among a sample
of 236 French adolescents, adults, and older
adults (age range, 15-96). They found that
older adults reported significantly higher like-
lihoods of forgiving in a variety of transgres-
sion scenarios than did the adolescents and
adults. Furthermore, the adults were more for-
giving than were the adolescents. Mullet et al.
(1998) also found that older adults scored con-
siderably higher than did young adults on
measures of the disposition to forgive (but cf.
Mauger et al,, 1992).

It is reasonable to ask whether these age-
related trends in forgiveness are linked to age-
related trends in general cognitive or moral de-
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velopment. Enright and colleagues (e.g., Enright
et al, 1989; Enright & Human Development
Study Group, 1994) hypothesized that reason-
ing about forgiveness develops along the same
trajectory as does Kohlbergian moral reasoning
(Kohlberg, 1976). Correspondingly, they pro-
posed that people at the earliest stages of moral
reasoning about forgiveness—the stages of re-
vengeful forgiveness and restitutional forgive-
ness—reason that forgiveness is only appropri-
ate after the victim has obtained revenge and/
or the transgressor has made restitution. Peo-
ple at the intermediate stages—expectational
forgiveness and lawful expectational forgive-
ness—reason that forgiveness is appropriate
because social, moral, or religious pressures
compel them to forgive. People at the high
stages—forgiveness as social harmony and for-
giveness as love—reason that forgiveness is ap-
propriate because it promotes a harmonious
society and is an expression of unconditional
love. In support of this hypothesis, Enright et
al. (1989) found in two studies that Kohlberg-
ian moral reasoning, as assessed with standard
interview measures, was positively correlated
with people’s stage of reasoning about for-
giveness.

Personality and Forgiveness

Forgiving people differ from less-forgiving peo-
ple on many personality attributes. For exam-
ple, forgiving people report less negative affect
such as anxiety, depression, and hostility
(Mauger, Saxon, Hamill, & Pannell, 1996). For-
giving people are also less ruminative (Metts &
Cupach, 1998), less narcissistic (Davidson,
1993), less exploitative, and more empathic
(Tangney et al., 1999) than their less-forgiving
counterparts. Forgivers also tend to endorse so-
cially desirable attitudes and behavior (Mauger
et al., 1992). Moreover, self-ratings of the dis-
position to forgive correlate negatively with
scores on hostility and anger (Tangney et al.,
1999), as well as with clinicians’ ratings of hos-
tility, passive-aggressive behavior, and neurot-
icism (Mauger et al., 1996).

What can we deduce from this array of cor-
relates? To some extent, they probably convey
redundant information because many person-
ality traits can be reduced to a handful of higher
order personality dimensions. Within the Big
Five personality taxonomy (e.g., John & Srivas-
tava, 1999), for example, the disposition to for-
give appears to be related most strongly to
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agreeableness and neuroticism (McCullough &
Hoyt, 1999). Adjectives such as vengeful and
forgiving tend to be excellent markers for the
Agreeableness dimension of the Big Five tax-
onomy, and other research confirms the link be-
tween agreeableness and forgiveness (Ashton et
al,, 1998; Mauger et al., 1996). Researchers have
found also that forgiveness is related inversely
to measures of neuroticism (Ashton et al., 1998;
McCullough & Hoyt, 1999). Thus, the forgiving
person appears to be someone who is relatively
high in agreeableness and relatively low in neu-
roticism/negative emotionality.

Social Factors Influencing Forgiveness

Forgiveness is influenced also by the character-
istics of transgressions and the contexts in
which they occur. Generally, people have more
difficulty forgiving offenses that seem more in-
tentional and severe and that have more nega-
tive consequences (Boon & Sulsky, 1997; Girard
& Mullet, 1997).

The extent to which an offender apologizes
and seeks forgiveness for a transgression also
influences victims’ likelihood of forgiving
(Darby & Schlenker, 1982; Girard & Mullet,
1997; McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal,
1997; McCullough et al., 1998; Weiner, Gra-
ham, Peter, & Zmuidinas, 1991). Why do
apologies facilitate forgiveness? By and large,
the effects of apologies appear to be indirect.
They appear to cause reductions in victims’
negative affect toward their transgressors
(Ohbuchi, Kameda, & Agarie, 1989) and in-
creases in empathy for their transgressors
(McCullough et al., 1997; McCullough et al,
1998). Victims also form more generous im-
pressions of apologetic transgressors (Ohbuchi
et al,, 1989). Perhaps apologies and expressions
of remorse allow the victim to distinguish the
personhood of the transgressor from his or her
negative behaviors, thereby restoring a more
favorable impression and reducing negative in-
terpersonal motivations. In this way, apologies
may represent an effective form of reality ne-
gotiation (Snyder, Higgins, & Stucky, 1983).
Indeed, Snyder’s theory of reality negotiation
explains why many of transgressors’ posttrans-
gression actions (including cancellation of the
consequences of the offense; Girard & Mullet,
1997) influence the extent to which victims
forgive. Other general theories of social con-
duct (e.g, Weiner, 1995) lead to similar pre-
dictions.

Interpersonal Correlates of Forgiveness

Forgiveness may be influenced also by charac-
teristics of the interpersonal relationship in
which an offense takes place. In several studies
(Nelson, 1993; Rackley, 1993; Roloff & Jani-
szewski, 1989; Woodman, 1991), researchers
have found that people are more willing to for-
give in relationships in which they feel satisfied,
close, and committed.

McCullough et al. (1998) surveyed both part-
ners in over 100 romantic relationships to ex-
amine more closely the association of relational
variables to acts of forgiveness. Both partners
rated their satisfaction with and commitment to
their romantic partner. Partners also used the
Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motiva-
tions (TRIM) Inventory to indicate the extent
to which they had forgiven their partner for two
transgressions—the worst transgression their
partner ever committed against them, and the
most recent serious transgression their partner
committed against them. Partners’ forgiveness
scores were correlated both with their own re-
lational satisfaction and commitment and with
their partners’ relational satisfaction and com-
mitment. McCullough et al. (1998) also found
evidence consistent with the idea not only that
relationship closeness facilitates forgiveness but
also that forgiveness facilitates the reestablish-
ment of closeness following transgressions.

The proposition that forgiveness is related to
relationship factors such as satisfaction, com-
mitment, and closeness raises the question of
whether the dynamics of forgiveness could vary
for different types of relationships. We would
not expect people to forgive perfect strangers in
the same way they forgive their most intimate
relationship partners, for example. However,
currently we know little about the unique dy-
namics of forgiveness within specific types of
relationships (Fincham, 2000).

Forgiveness, Health, and Weli-Being

Empirical research on the links between for-
giveness and mental health had a humble be-
ginning in the 1960s. In the first known study
of forgiveness and well-being, Emerson (1964)
used a Q-sort method and found what he per-
ceived as a link between emotional adjustment
and forgiveness. Following Emerson’s work,
however, researchers did not consider the links
between forgiveness, health, and well-being
again until the 1990s.



Correlational Studies on Forgiveness,
Mental Health, and Well-Being

In general, self-report measures of the propen-
sity to forgive (and, conversely, the propensity
toward vengeance) are correlated positively (or,
conversely, negatively) with measures of men-
tal health and well-being. In developing the For-
giveness of Others Scale and the Forgiveness of
Self Scale, Mauger et al. (1992) correlated both
measures with the clinical scales from the Min-
nesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory
(MMPL Hathaway & McKinley, 1943). Inter-
estingly, low scores on the Forgiveness of Self
Scale were more strongly related to depression,
anger, anxiety, and low self-esteem than were
scores on the Forgiveness of Others Scale, sug-
gesting that people who had a propensity to-
ward feeling forgiven were less prone to expe-
rience such psychological difficulties.

In validating the scenario-based Multidimen-
sional Forgiveness Inventory, Tangney et al.
(1999) found that the tendency to forgive others
was related to lower depression, hostility-anger,
paranoid ideation, and interpersonal sensitivity
(i.e., inadequacy or inferiority). Similarly, the
propensity to forgive oneself was inversely re-
lated to depression, paranoid ideation, interper-
sonal sensitivity, and psychoticism.

Other researchers have examined whether
measures of forgiveness for specific real-life
transgressions could be related to mental health
and well-being (Hargrave & Sells, 1997; Mc-
Cullough, Bellah, Kilpatrick, & Johnson, 2001;
Subkoviak et al., 1995), and the results have not
been impressive. Typically, researchers have
found modest and/or statistically nonsignificant
correlations between measures of forgiveness
and self-report measures of negative affect or
psychological symptoms. Furthermore, Mec-
Cullough et al. (2001) found that although
forgiveness of a particular transgressor and
satisfaction with life were correlated cross-
sectionally, there was no evidence that forgiving
led to improvements in people’s satisfaction
with their lives over an 8-week follow-up pe-
riod.

Whereas most of the literature on forgiveness
has focused on interpersonal forgiving, Exline,
Yali, and Lobel (1999) found that the experience
of forgiving God was related to mental health
variables. In a group of 200 undergraduates, dif-
ficulty forgiving God independently predicted
anxious and depressed mood. In contrast, for-
giving God for a particular negative life expe-
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rience was related to fewer depressive and anx-
ious symptoms.

Much of the research on forgiveness, mental
health, and well-being to date has had a major
methodological weakness: To the extent that
forgiveness is measured in terms of people’s
experiences of negative and/or positive affect
toward a transgressor (as in many of the ex-
isting measures) and mental health is mea-
sured in terms of self-reported negative affect
(e.g., depressive or anxious feelings), the ob-
served correlations between measures of for-
giveness and measures of affect or symptoma-
tology may be due to their semantic overlap
rather than substantive relationships between
the concepts. Thus, in the future, researchers
interested in the links between forgiveness and
mental health should exert greater care to in-
corporate multimethod assessments that can
circumvent such potential methodological con-

founds.

Forgiveness, Mental Health, and Well-
Being in Small Groups and Structured
Interventions

Could participation in small groups that help
people forgive enhance mental health and well-
being? Many members of such groups seem to
think so. Wuthnow (2000) gathered survey data
on 1,379 Americans’ participation in small re-
ligious groups, along with their experiences
with forgiveness, addictions, and well-being.
Sixty-one percent of the respondents reported
that their group had helped them forgive. Fur-
thermore, membership in a group that explicitly
fostered forgiveness was related significantly to
self-reported attempts and successes in over-
coming addiction, overcoming guilt, and per-
ceiving encouragement when feeling discour-
aged.

Other data on the links between forgiveness,
health, and well-being come from several ex-
perimental studies. In the first of these studies,
Hebl and Enright (1993) tested the efficacy of a
forgiveness intervention. Twenty-four elderly
women who felt hurt by a particular interper-
sonal experience were randomly assigned to ei-
ther an 8-week forgiveness intervention group
or a discussion-based control group. Women in
the forgiveness group scored higher on mea-
sures of forgiveness and willingness to forgive,
although anxiety and depression scores im-
proved in both groups. Nevertheless, when data
from all participants were analyzed, higher lev-
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els of forgiveness were associated with higher
levels of self-esteem and lower levels of anxiety
and depression at posttest.

Building on Hebl and Enright’s work, Al-
Mabuk, Enright, and Cardis (1995) conducted
two studies on the effects of a group interven-
tion designed to help adolescents forgive their
parents for perceived love deprivation. In their
first study, Al-Mabuk et al. compared the effi-
cacy of a human relations group and a group
designed to foster adolescents’ commitment to
forgive. Adolescents in the four-session, 2-week
forgiveness group showed more hope and will-
ingness to forgive, even though their forgive-
ness scores were not greater than those of the
controls. In a second study Al-Mabuk et al.
compared the efficacy of a human relations
group and a group designed to help participants
actually grant forgiveness. In this study, ado-
lescents in the six-session, 6-week program
showed significant improvements in forgive-
ness, hope, trait-anxiety, and attitudes toward
their parents. They also showed higher self-
esteem but did not differ on measures of de-
pression or state-anxiety compared with people
who participated in the human relations group.
Analyses of the data from all participants across
both studies revealed that forgiving one’s par-
ents was associated with higher self-esteem,
better attitudes toward fathers and mothers,
lower anxiety, lower depression, and higher
hope.

Freedman and Enright (1996) conducted a
forgiveness intervention with 12 female survi-
vors of physical contact incest by a male relative
2 or more years prior. Pairs of women were
matched on demographic and abuse history
variables. One woman from each pair was ran-
domly assigned to the one-on-one forgiveness
treatment, and the other to a wait-list control
group. Women in the forgiveness treatment
group showed improvements in forgiveness,
hope, anxiety, and depression in comparison to
women in the control group. These improve-
ments remained at a 1-year follow-up. Once the
women in the control condition completed the
forgiveness intervention, they also showed im-
provements on mental health and self-esteem
measures, thereby reinforcing the conclusion
that this intervention was more effective than a
no-treatment control condition.

More recently, Coyle and Enright (1997)
used a similar forgiveness intervention with 10
men who identified themselves as feeling hurt
by their partners’ decisions to have abortions.

They were randomly assigned to a 12-week
one-on-one forgiveness intervention or a wait-
list control group. Those men receiving the for-
giveness intervention reported significant
increases in forgiveness and significant decreases
in grief, anger, and anxiety after treatment. They
maintained these gains at a 3-month follow-up.
Furthermore, once the wait-listed men com-
pleted treatment, they, too, showed significant
improvements in forgiveness, anxiety, and grief.

Forgiveness and Physical Health

There is a growing interest in the possibility
that forgiveness may be related to physical
health (Kaplan, 1992; Thoresen, Harris, & Lu-
skin, 2000). At present, however, researchers
have only just begun to conduct studies on for-
giveness and physical health, so the majority of
relevant research has been focused on the phys-
ical costs of unforgiving responses rather than
the potential physical benefits of forgiving re-
sponses.

Forgiveness-related studies of physical health
have focused primarily on reducing the adverse
cardiovascular effects of one type of unforgiving
response: hostility (see Friedman & Rosenman,
1974). Most studies using the widely accepted
measures of hostility have revealed that hostil-
ity has negative effects on physical health (Mil-
ler, Smith, Turner, Guijarro, & Hallet, 1996;
Williams & Williams, 1993). Given these data,
it stands to reason that reducing hostility ought
to reduce coronary problems. Friedman et al.
(1986) randomly assigned Type A patients who
were at risk for recurring heart attacks to a be-
havioral modification program or standard
treatment from a cardiologist. Those in the be-
havioral modification intervention program
showed a greater reduction in hostile behavior
and in heart problems than those who received
standard care only. According to Kaplan (1992),
forgiveness was an important antidote to hos-
tility in this efficacious intervention. In a post-
intervention assessment, patients indicated that
learning how to cultivate the forgiving outlook
(p- 6) was one of the keys to reducing their hos-
tility. Kaplan's description provides some im-
petus for more formal investigations into how
forgiveness might promote coronary health by
reducing the adverse physical effects of sus-
tained anger and hostility.

The results of psychophysiological research
complement Kaplan’s (1992) description (Wit-
vliet, Ludwig, & Vander Laan, 2001). Using a



within-subjects repeated measures design, Wit-
vliet and colleagues tested the physiological re-
sponses of undergraduates as they imagined re-
sponding to their real-life offenders in both
unforgiving ways (mentally rehearsing the
hurtful offense, nursing a grudge) and forgiving
ways (empathizing with the humanity of the
offender, granting forgiveness). Across multiple
counterbalanced imagery trials, participants
showed significantly greater reactivity in car-
diovascular measures (heart rate, blood pres-
sure) and sympathetic nervous system measures
(skin conductance levels) during the unforgiv-
ing imagery trials compared with the forgiving
imagery trials. Participants also reported signif-
icantly higher levels of negative emotion (e.g.,
anger, sadness) and lower levels of perceived
control during the unforgiving imagery trials.
In contrast, during the forgiving imagery con-
ditions, participants experienced less physiolog-
ical stress, lower levels of negative emotion,
higher levels of positive emotion, and greater
perceived control. These results suggest that
when people adopt unforgiving responses to
their offenders, they may incur emotional and
physiological costs. In contrast, when they
adopt forgiving responses, they may accrue psy-
chophysiological benefits, at least in the short
term.

Interventions to Promote Forgiveness

As described previously in this chapter, several
research groups have developed and tested in-
terventions for promoting forgiveness. Many of
these interventions are designed for delivery to
groups rather than to individuals. Several of the
forgiveness intervention studies were based on
the work of Enright (e.g., Al-Mabuk et al., 1995;
Hebl & Enright, 1993), and others were based
on the theoretical work of McCullough and col-
leagues (e.g., McCullough & Worthington,
1995; McCullough et al., 1997). Some of these
intervention programs have focused on clinical
populations, whereas others have had a more
preventive or psychoeducational focus. Other
researchers also are launching evaluations of in-
tervention programs.

To summarize the effects of such interven-
tions, Worthington, Sandage, and Berry (2000)
conducted a meta-analysis of data from 12
group intervention studies. They reported that
these group interventions were generally effec-
tive, improving group members’ forgiveness
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scores by 43% of a standard deviation (Cohen'’s
d = 43). Among the 8 intervention studies that
involved 6 hours or more of dlient contact,
group members’ forgiveness scores were 76%
of a standard deviation higher than the scores
of control group members (Cohen’s d = .76).
In contrast, the 4 intervention studies that in-
volved less than 6 hours of client contact were
substantially less efficacious (Cohen’s d = .24).
Thus, participation in short-term interventions
(particularly those involving at least 6 hours of
client contact) appears to be moderately effec-
tive in helping people to forgive specific indi-
viduals who have harmed them. As reviewed
earlier, individual psychotherapy protocols that
include forgiveness as a treatment goal also ap-
pear to be more efficacious than no-treatment
control conditions (Coyle & Enright, 1997;
Freedman & Enright, 1996).

Directions for Future Research

Research is beginning to illuminate several fac-
ets of forgiveness, but many more remain. We
highlight a number of questions that still need
to be addressed.

How does forgiveness unfold in specific re-
lational contexts? As noted previously, one
valuable research approach would be to explore
how the dynamics of forgiveness unfold in spe-
cific relational contexts (McCullough, 2000; Fin-
cham, 2000). Most likely, the conditions that
foster and inhibit forgiveness among partners in
long-standing, stable marriages are different
from those that would foster and inhibit for-
giveness among victims of violent trauma. Sim-
ilarly, the effects of forgiveness might differ
across relational contexts. Forgiving a friend for
a minor transgression probably has few or no
consequences for health and well-being,
whereas forgiving an abusive spouse might have
important psychological sequelae (indeed, these
consequences could be negative; see Katz,
Street, & Arias, 1997).

What are the precursors, processes, and out-
comes associated with seeking and receiving
forgiveness? With but a few noteworthy excep-
tions (e.g., Gassin, 1998; Tangney et al., 1999),
forgiveness researchers typically have explored
how people grant forgiveness to their trans-
gressors. As a result, seeking and receiving for-
giveness have been largely ignored. How do
people go about asking for forgiveness? How do
seeking and receiving forgiveness relate to con-
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fession and to moral emotions such as guilt and
shame? What are the effects of feeling truly for-
given? These and other questions are important
in addressing the many psychological contours
of forgiveness.

Is forgiveness really related to mental and
physical health? Many dinicians are claiming
that forgiveness is beneficial for preventing and
ameliorating physical and mental health prob-
lems. However, empirical research is still in its
early stages. As our understanding of forgive-
ness and health develops, we may discover that
its story line has many subplots. Rather than a
simple theme, such as “forgiveness is good for
health,” the plot may have twists and turns. For
example, people who are more prone to feel
wounded by a given transgression (that others
shrug off) may suffer more health costs, even
if they eventually forgive their transgressors.
As another example, it is possible that in some
cases, low-forgivers may function better than
high-forgivers particularly when the offenses
endured by the high-forgivers are severe or
traumatic. Another scenario may be that some
people derive significant satisfaction (and even
some type of health benefit) from seeking re-
venge. In still other situations, victims may be
surrounded by strong social support networks
that encourage begrudging and hostile re-
sponses toward offenders in ways that make the
victim feel justified, comforted, and satisfied
with their unforgiving stance. With sufficient
social support for unforgiving responses, vic-
tims may not experience any negative emo-
tional or physical consequences. In contrast,
people who feel coerced to “forgive and forget”
may find their post-offense distress exacerbated
in comparison to those given time to grieve the
loss they experienced. As these scenarios sug-
gest, the forgiveness-health connection is likely
to have numerous nuances that qualify seem-
ingly simple relationships.

How can methodological quality be im-
proved? Regardless of the substantive directions
that researchers take, the field would benefit
greatly from additional experimental research.
It is generally both ethical and feasible to ma-
nipulate experimentally many of the variables
that might influence forgiveness (e.g., Mc-
Cullough et al., 1997; Sandage & Worthington,
1999). It is possible also to manipulate (or at
least simulate) forgiveness in laboratory set-
tings (Witvliet et al., 2001) and clinical settings
{(e.g.. Coyle & Enright, 1997; McCullough &

Worthington, 1995; McCullough et al., 1997) so
that the possible effects of forgiveness can be
studied experimentally. When experimental re-
search is not ethical or feasible, researchers
should consider utilizing longitudinal designs
to strengthen their ability to make causal infer-
ences.

In investigating such questions, regardless of
the research design, we recommend that re-
searchers move away from an exclusive reliance
on self-report measures (McCullough, Hoyt, &
Rachal, 2000). With but a few exceptions (e.g.,
Malcom & Greenberg, 2000; Trainer, 1981;
Witvliet et al., 2001), researchers have relied ex-
clusively on self-report measures of forgiveness.
As forgiveness research progresses, mono-
method bias will loom as a threat to the validity
of the entire body of research unless alternative
assessment methods are developed (Mc-
Cullough, Hoyt, & Rachal, 2000). Multumethod
assessments that include, for example, peer and
partner ratings, physiological measures, and be-
havioral measures—such as “forgiveness” re-
sponses in the Prisoner’s Dilemma Game (see,
e.g., Wu & Axelrod, 1995)—also would sharpen
our understanding of forgiveness and its rele-
vance to human experience.

Conclusions

Forgiveness is an important corrective to the
proclivities toward avoidance and revenge—
people’s typical negative responses to interper-
sonal transgressions, which seem to be etched
deeply into the human template. For millennia,
the world’s great religious traditions have com-
mended forgiveness as: (a) a response with re-
demptive consequences for transgressors and
their victims; (b) a human virtue worth culti-
vating; and (c) a form of social capital that helps
social units such as marriages, families, and
communities to operate more harmoniously.

Psychologists are beginning to grapple em-
pirically with the diverse dimensions of for-
giveness. They have developed methods for as-
sessing forgiveness, adducing data that point to
the substrates of forgiveness in development,
personality, and social interaction. They have
begun to explore the potential links of forgive-
ness to health and well-being. Finally, they
have investigated the promising efficacy of clin-
ical and psychoeducational interventions to pro-
mote forgiveness.



We believe research on forgiveness is likely
to flourish in the years to come for at least three
reasons. First, many of the most important and
interesting questions remain to be addressed.
Second, many researchers and institutions are
highly committed to advancing knowledge in
this area. Finally, as interdependent people, we
simply have too much at stake to ignore the
promise of forgiveness as a balm for some of
our species’ destructive propensities.

APPENDIX Transgression-Related
Interpersonal Motivations Scale—
12-item Form (TRIM-12)

For the following questions, please indicate

your current thoughts and feelings about the
" person who hurt you. Use the following scale
to indicate your agreement with each of the
questions.

1 = Strongly Disagree

2 = Disagree
3 = Neutral
4 = Agree

5 = Strongly Agree

— 1. I'll make him/her pay.

— 2. I keep as much distance between us as
possible.

3. I wish that something bad would hap-
pen to him/her.

___ 4.1 live as if he/she doesn’t exist, isn't
around.

— . 5. 1 don’t trust him/her.

___ 6. 1 want him/her to get what he/she de-
serves.

7.1 find it difficult to act warmly toward
him/her.

— 8. 1 avoid him/her.

— 9. I'm going to get even.

—_10. I cut off the relationship with him/her.

__11. I want to see him/her hurt and mis-
erable.

___12. 1 withdraw from him/her.

Scoring Instructions

Avoidance Motivations: Add up the scores for
items 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10, and 12.

Revenge Motivations: Add up the scores for
items 1, 3, 6, 9, and 11.

Source: McCullough et al. (1998).
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