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Abstract

New research has emerged detailing the potential risks of forgiveness for couples as
well as its benefits (McNulty, 2008, 2010, & 2011). Given the lack of research conducted on
the perspective of the offending partner within the forgiveness process, this mixed method
study examines the couple’s experience of the forgiveness and reconciliation process in the
face of multiple, similar offenses. Though no support was found for the risks of forgiveness
as proposed by McNulty (2011), factors that influenced the satisfaction of couples and the
forgiveness process include self esteem, attachment, and spirituality. These factors, as well
as the results from the qualitative interviews regarding inter-partner forgiveness, are

discussed.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
“A happy marriage is the union of two good forgivers - Robert Quillen

As this quote suggests, it seems it would be safe to say that it is impossible for two
people in relationship to not hurt or offend one another at some point. These offenses can
range in severity, and what is understood to be required in many cases for the couple to
reconcile is forgiveness. Why so much clinical focus on forgiveness? As aforementioned, it
is a key step so that couples can begin to start over, but regardless of whether or not
reconciliation takes place, research suggests that forgiveness improves a person’s quality of
life, ensuring that they will not expend their energy in resentment, anger, and a
preoccupation with obtaining revenge (Lundahl et al., 2008). In a study comparing those who
held grudges to those who decided to forgive, it was found that forgiving thoughts gave the
hurt person a greater sense of self-efficacy, and lower physiological responses, such as lower
heart rate and blood pressure (van Oyen Witvliet, Ludwig, & Vander Laan, 2001).
Nonetheless, forgiveness is not always easily achieved. For example, “Once a cheater,
always a cheater”—this oft repeated warning is considered layperson wisdom for romantic
relationships. As infidelity is one of the reportedly more difficult offenses that couple
counsellors are faced with (Whisman, Dixon, & Johnson, 1997), therapists have used the
construct of forgiveness as an essential element to the task of couple reconciliation.
Furthermore, forgiveness is an often used intervention for a variety of offenses within couple
relationships (Johnson, 2002). Yet recent research warns against upholding forgiveness as
the beginning point for all couples. What if forgiveness, rather than causing the offender to
regret his/her actions and avoid repeating them, reduces the offender’s guilt and, thereby,

makes it easier for him/her to offend again or continue in the same offense longer term?
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Wallace, Exline, and Baumeister (2008) identified a gap in forgiveness research when they
stated that, “investigations of the perpetrator’s perspective are rare in the burgeoning
literature on forgiveness and until they happen, unconditional endorsements of forgiveness
would be premature” (p. 459). What is needed in the face of this seeming paradox is a deeper
investigation into the consequences of forgiveness, and of the exact underlying motivations
that cause people to avoid re-offending those who have forgiven them. Therefore, the
purpose of this exploratory study is two-fold,

a) It is an investigation of the effect that McNulty (2011) demonstrated of the
potential negative effects of forgiveness, or the “licence to transgress” effect, where more
forgiving partners report higher levels of offenses committed against them than less
forgiving partners. This will be attempted through a replication of McNulty's (2011) study
comparing individual's levels of forgivingness and number of offenses experienced.

b) To qualitatively investigate both the hurt and offending partner’s perspectives and
patterns of interaction in the face of forgiveness, specifically surrounding multiple offenses
of a similar nature.

Relational Offenses Defined

Interestingly, there is very little research literature detailing what, exactly, constitutes
a relational offense. This is highlighted by Leary and colleagues (1998) who write, “despite
the pervasiveness and potency of instances in which people’s feelings are hurt, research on
the topic is virtually nonexistent” (pg. 1225). Merriam-Webster’s dictionary describes
offenses as either a. “something that outrages the moral or physical senses” or b. “the act of
displeasing or affronting”. It is in the way of the second definition that Leary and colleagues
(1998) attempt to delineate some of the causes and consequences are of hurt feelings, or

being displeased or affronted by a relational offense. Leary et al. (1998) assert that “hurt
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feelings” is a complex phenomenon, involving guilt, sadness, anger, and anxiety. They cite
that one of the most common denominator of hurt feelings or being offended involves some
kind of relational devaluation, meaning the perception that their partner does not view either
themselves or their relationship as important, close, or valuable as they do (Leary et al.,
1998). The researchers believe that this arises from a kind of sociometre (Leary & Downs,
2005), whose purpose is to alerts the individual to a threat of social exclusion. They maintain
that the need to feel a sense of belonging is so strong that each person contains an affective
and cognitive mechanism (the sociometre), which monitors for cues of social disapproval or
rejection. Thus, when a person perceives that another individual is acting in such a way that
signals possible social exclusion or relationship devaluation, they experience negative affect
and thoughts that motivate them to minimize the likelihood of being excluded. This was
supported by Leary and colleagues’ (1998) research, which found a significant correlation
between feelings of rejection and acceptance by others, and their own self perception. If an
individual felt hurt and rejected, they were much more likely to de-value themselves as well.
Given the definition of relational offenses as anything that can be perceived as devaluing the
relationship or partner, it is apparent that this is a very subjective experience and will differ
from person to person. Thus, for the purpose of this study an offense scale will be used that
has been validated through a pilot study completed by Luchies (2011), in which participants
have rated the severity of a variety of offenses, with the top twenty being included in the
scale.

In regards to the consequences of a relational offense, Leary et al. (1998) found that
often offenses had serious consequences for the relationship. In this particular study, sixty-
seven percent of the hurt persons stated that their relationship had been weakened with the

offending party for some time afterward, and forty-two percent stated that it weakened their
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relationship permanently. In less the 5 percent of cases did the individual report there was no
effect. Furthermore, sixty percent of individuals trusted the offender less after the incident,
and forty-four percent had increased feelings of dislike. There were also intrapersonal effects
as well, as participants reported lower self esteem, increased social anxiety, and ninety-three
percent of the participants stated that the event was still painful for them. Interestingly, the
vast majority of the hurtful incidents that the participants reported were in close
relationships, again reinforcing the need for some way in which these serious effects can be
mitigated so that one can continue to have close, satisfying relationships. This brings to light
the need for forgiveness.

Theological Definitions of Forgiveness

It was not until the mid 1980’s that psychology began to study the literature on
forgiveness (McCullough et al., 2000), however, forgiveness has a rich history in religious
traditions. Rye et al. (2000) write that forgiveness has been endorsed by all of the major
world religions. The Jewish tradition defines forgiveness as an active cancellation of a debt,
with the offense being considered as totally wiped away (the Hebrew word mehillah
connotates this) (Rye et al., 2000). This does not mean that a hurt individual must reconcile
with the offender, but rather they accept that there may be a possibility of reconciliation. A
Jewish religious scholar, Dorff (In Rye et al., 2000), takes note that a person can reconcile
without forgiving and forgive without reconciliation. The Jewish religious tradition is
different from Christianity, Buddhism, Islam, and Hinduism (McCullough et al., 2000) in
that the hurt party is only obligated to forgive if the offender has demonstrated remorse, or
gone through return. In fact, in the more serious offenses, forgiveness may be deterred due to

an attempt to protect the injured party.
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In the Christian tradition, forgiveness is also defined as an active letting go of an
offense (Rye et al., 2000). It also includes a connotation of compassion (Rye et al., 2000),
where the hurt party feels empathy or compassion towards the offender. Though Christianity
warns against the concept of pseudo-forgiveness or cheap grace, injured parties are
encouraged and supported to go through the forgiveness process, regardless of whether or
not the perpetrator shows remorse. This is similar in the Buddhist and Islamic traditions,
where forgiveness is also defined as a letting go, or wiping away of a debt or offense (Rye et
al., 2000). The Buddhist tradition also underscores that there should be a reduction in
negative affect as well as the removal of the debt (Rye et al., 2000). In the Muslim and
Christian traditions, it is highlighted that an offense against man or creation is also an offense
against the divine. Therefore forgiveness is not only necessitated from an individual, but God

as well (Rye et al., 2000).

Psychological Definitions of Forgiveness

Defining forgiveness is a difficult task in the psychological tradition, namely because
people, though able to describe what it is not, have trouble deciding what forgiveness
actually entails. There seems to be a consensus among psychotherapist and researchers that
forgiveness does not involve “pardoning” (a legal term), “condoning” (meaning that a person
approves of their action against them), “excusing” (taking away some/or of the responsibility
from the offender), “forgetting” (suggests that the memory of the offense just slipped away),
“denying” (pretending that the offense never happened), and “reconciliation” (implying that
the relationship is restored) (McCullough, Pargament, & Thoresen, 2000). The debate of
what forgiveness is usually centres around two questions (Luchies, 2011). Firstly, what is

actually changed within the individual (i.e. affect, behaviour, cognition, motivation) in the
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process of forgiveness, and secondly, is only a reduction of negative behaviour needed, or
should there be prosocial behaviour towards the offender as well? A popular definition from
McCullough et al. (2000) proposes that “forgiveness is an intraindividual, prosocial change
toward a perceived transgressor that is situated within a specific interpersonal context” (pg.
9). Luchies (2011) suggests that though prosocial behaviour towards the offender is present
in many cases of forgiveness, if one felt neutral towards the subject in the first place (e.g. the
offender is a stranger is the grocery store) then it would seem unreasonable to suggest that
one needs to act more positively towards that stranger once the individual had forgiven them.
Therefore Luchies (2011) defines forgiveness as “the active reduction of negative affect and
behaviour toward a perceived perpetrator” (pg. 13). This definition focuses on the fact that
the person forgiving has a dynamic role—forgiveness does not just happen passively over
time, but involves a conscious willingness to let go of resentment and the right to
punishment. Secondly, it points to the fact that though forgiveness happens within the
individual, it often takes place interpersonally, or within the relationship between two or
more people. This is perhaps a more helpful definition in terms of couple and family therapy,
as it allows for a more distinct line between forgiveness and reconciliation, as reconciliation
would point more towards pro-social behaviour. Nevertheless, Fincham (2009) argues that
“in the context of close relationships, change in regard to both positive (i.e. feeling more
benevolent towards the offendor) and negative (reduction of anger) dimensions of
forgiveness seems necessary. It is difficult to imagine an optimal relationship without

restoring goodwill towards the offending partner” (pg. 374).

Younger, Piferi, Job, and Lawler (2004) investigated whether the views of lay

persons correlated with the aforementioned theoretical definitions. The most popular
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definition of forgiveness within the community sample was a letting go of negative feelings
or letting go of grudges (thirty-nine percent of individuals). The second highest definition
with twenty-nine percent was acceptance, dealing with the event, or getting over it. These
appear to correlate with the academic definitions of an active reduction in negative feelings
and behaviour. Nevertheless, sixteen percent of those interviewed defined forgiveness as
continuing or resuming the relationship and eleven percent stated that forgiveness meant to
forget the event. This demonstrates that there may be a gap between laypersons definition of

forgiveness and the academic, and therapist and researchers alike need to keep this in mind.

Finally, there is literature that conceptualizes forgiveness as a process rather than a
discrete event. Imagine that you witnessed a discussion where one person had cheated on a
test using the other’s answers, and subsequently both had failed the class. If the hurt person
had immediately said “it is all right, I forgive you”, one might suspect that a kind of pseudo-
forgiveness had taken place, where the hurt person had not fully acknowledged the depth of
the injury that had been done against them. Being able to truly forgive a major offense may
require a hurt person to go through certain steps or phases, and there is research to support
this idea. In a meta-analysis of fourteen published articles of process-based forgiveness
interventions compared to the more brief decision based models, it was found that those in
the experimental group forgave more, had increased positive affect and self-esteem, and less

negative affect (Lundahl, Taylor, Stevenson, & Roberts, 2008).

Process Models of Forgiveness

Baskin and Enright (2004) developed a detailed model of forgiveness that includes

four phases. In the first phase, participants become aware of psychological blocks of



Running Head: FORGIVE & FORGET 8

forgiveness resulting from an unjust injury, and uncover information about their worldviews,
sometimes modifying them. Secondly, in the decision phase individuals are encouraged to
consider forgiveness as a way of responding to the offender. In the work phase, persons
develop empathy by re-framing the offense and the offender, and learn acceptance of the
pain. In the final outcome phase, the hurt person looks for meaning in the event, and plans
steps towards “moving on” in their life. Similarly, McCullough and Worthington (1995)
propose a five-phase model with the acronym “REACH”. It stands for “recalling” the
offense, building “empathy” for the offender, offering an “altruistic” gift to the offender,
“committing” to forgive, and “holding on” to the forgiveness (Lundahl et al., 2008). In terms
of marital therapy, these process models have been adapted by Gordon, Baucom, and Snyder
(2000) to a three stage model that 1) involves accepting and experiencing the trauma of an
interpersonal injury 2) attempting to find the meaning or purpose in the traumatic event, and
use this information to inform the next step, which is 3) moving forward with one’s life
within this new relational context. Though helpful to describe what happens in the process
for the hurt partner, a weakness in these models for marital/couple therapy is that they fail to
address the offending partner (Gordon et al., 2000). Case (2005) describes a specific
technique of addressing infidelity through apology and forgiveness, which attempts to
encompass both the hurt and offender. The forgiveness aspect includes four stages, “ceasing
to seek/demand justice or revenge, ceasing to feel anger/resentment, wishing the other person
well, and restoring relational trust” (pg. 43). The first three stages can be accomplished
without the repentance and apology of the partner, however, if the final stage is to occur the
offender must engage in some process of apology. This apology process includes
acknowledgement of the offense, learning and expressing back to the hurt partner how the

injury affected them, building trust through concrete acts, searching for an understanding of
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why the injury occurred in the first place, identifying and sharing a plan to not injure again,
explicitly expressing regret and asking for forgiveness, and committing to following through
on these actions over time. While the above discussion make distinctions between process
based forgiveness and decisional models, it is notable that in either case it is expected that

the individual will make an explicit choice to forgive.

Unconscious Factors in the Forgiveness Process

As the above process models of forgiveness have suggested, many researchers and
therapists alike have conceptualized forgiveness as a decision, however, recent research has
contributed to the discussion by emphasizing the unconscious factors at play in forgiveness.
Karremans and Van Lange (2008) seek to extend the definition of forgiveness to include the
implicit processes that might be underneath forgiveness. They argue this largely based on the
fact that forgiveness has been largely shown to fluctuate, meaning that a person’s level of
forgiveness towards a specific incident/offender can vary. McCullough, Fincham, and Tsang
(2003) demonstrated that an individual can believe that he or she has forgiven someone and
still experience negative feelings from time to time. Conversely, one might feel that they can
never forgive an offender and still experience feelings of goodwill from time to time.
Karremans and Van Lange (2008) believe that these fluctuations could be largely attributed
to implicit of unconscious motivations. In order to test this hypothesis they conducted a large
number of studies using implicit priming of images that were previously found to facilitate
forgivingness (such as justice images, power images, and words that indicate closeness and
commitment). They found that when participants were implicitly primed with these images
they were more likely to forgive then when primed with neutral images. Perhaps an even

more convincing study utilized the perception of time to influence level of forgivingness.
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Wohl and McGrath (2007) asked all participants to remember an offense from exactly one
month ago. The researchers then split the participants into two groups, one who had to mark
the event on a timeline that ran from September until April, whereas in the other condition
participants were asked to mark the event on a timeline that ran from December until April.
The result was that in the first condition the offense appeared to be much closer in time than
in the second condition. The affected levels of forgivingness in that if people even perceived
the offense to be closer in time (even though in both conditions the amount of time that
passed was exactly the same), they were more likely to offer forgiveness. Karremans and
Van Lange (2008) write that though they are unsure what the exact mechanism that underlies
this phenomenon is, it demonstrates that forgiveness can be influenced by implicit processes
such as perceived time and closeness/commitment salience as well as explicit conscious

motivations.

Benefits of Forgiving

In their review on forgiveness, Karremans and Van Lange (2008) also examine the
potential benefits to forgiving. They divide the positive effects forgiveness can have into
three sections: intrapersonal, interpersonal, and generalized. In terms of the intrapersonal
effects, Karremans, Van Lange, Ouwerkerk, & Kluwer (2003) conducted a study in which
they asked participants to recall either a forgiven offense or an un-forgiven offense, which
occurred in all types of relationships. They found that those who recalled a forgiven offense
reported a higher level of psychological well being, they had more life satisfaction, higher
levels of state self-esteem, lower levels of negative affect, and higher levels of positive
affect. Interestingly, this positive effect of forgiveness occurred only in relationships in

which there was strong commitment. There was no difference in levels of psychological
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well-being for those who remember incidents that had occurred in non-committed
relationships, even after controlling for how long ago the offense occurred and the severity of
the offense. Karremans and Van Lange (2008) believe that this highlights that forgiveness is
not necessarily associated with potential psychological well-being per se, and that it may be
further mediated by relationship variables such as commitment. Bono, McCullough, and
Root (2008) found that forgiveness was causally related to well-being if the relationship
included the following two factors: a) a high amount closeness and commitment to the
partner and b) an apology from the partner. With regards to physical well-being, forgiveness
was found to correlate with better health habits (less cigarette and alcohol use), more sleep,
less physical symptoms and number of medications taken (Seybold, Hill, Neumann, & Chi,
2001; Lawler et al., 2005). Another aforementioned experiment asked participants to both
imagine forgiving an offender and not forgiving the offender, while measuring their
physiology. It was found that the forgiving response was associated with less facial tension,
lower heart rate and blood pressure, and less skin conductance (Wivliet, Ludwig, & Vander
Laan, 2001). These research studies appear to demonstrate that forgiveness is associated with
positive intrapersonal effects; however, as not by Karreman and Van Lange (2008) possible
meditational variables demonstrate that perhaps an unconditional endorsement of forgiveness

in romantic relationships may be unwise.

Interpersonally, forgiveness has been shown to have positive benefits as well. Maio,
Thomas, Fincham, and Carnelly (2008) found that forgiveness was longitudinally associated
with more positive family environments after one year. Paleari et al. (2005) found that being
more forgiving after a serious offense was indicative of a higher marital quality six months

after. Karremans and Van Lange (2008) write that one of the reasons forgiveness may help
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interpersonal relationships is that it encourages pro-social behaviour. In an attempt to
research this hypothesis, Karremans and Van Lange (2004) reminded one group of
participants of an offense that they had for the most part forgiven, and reminded a second
group of an offense that was still outstanding, or mainly un-forgiven. It was found that those
who were reminded of a largely forgiven offense were more likely to cooperate in a social
dilemma task with the person who offended them, were more likely act in a way that
benefitted the relationship even in the face of another offense done by their partner, and were
more willing to make a sacrifice for their partner. This claim is supported by research done
by Van Lange et al. (1997), who gave participants four coins, each worth fifty cents to the
participant but one dollar to their partner. Again, participants were asked to either think of a
forgiven offense or an offense that they had not forgiven that their partner had committed
against them. Each partner was then asked to give an amount of coins to their partner at the
same time: if they gave more coins then they would promote the relationship well-being,
however, if they kept coins back they would promote personal well-being. It was
demonstrated that those were remembered an offense they had largely forgiven were more
willing to give more coins, indicating that forgiveness helps transform an individual’s focus
from themselves to the relationship. One can see then how important forgiveness to
interpersonal relationships, as it works to promote a cycle of pro-relationship behaviours and

motivations.

A second piece of evidence that forgiveness is beneficial interpersonally is that is
helps to promote feelings of closeness between partners. McCullough et al. (1998)
demonstrated that those who were more forgiving experienced higher levels of closeness

after the offense. Another study done by Karremans and Van Lange (2008b) found that
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partners were more likely to use relationship language (we versus me) if they remembered an
offense that they had forgiven as opposed to an un-forgiven offense. Again, this effect was
still robust after controlling for the severity of the offense, the commitment of each partner,
and how much time had passed since the offense. Taking these factors in consideration,
Karremans and Van Lange (2008) write that, “in light of the inevitable offenses that occur in
interpersonal relationships, by promoting connectedness and pro-relationship

behaviour...forgiveness is a key factor in relationship maintenance and health (pg. 231).

A third set of studies illustrate mixed conclusions regarding the benefits of
forgiveness interpersonally. Wallace et al. (2008) conducted three studies to investigate
whether or not forgiveness invites or deters further transgression. Two of the three studies
provided support for the hypothesis that forgiveness deters transgression, however, within
the first study an interaction was found. The first study actually induced participants to
commit an offense against the other through a variation of the prisoner’s dilemma. All
participants were told that they have been singled to compete (instead of co-operate) with
both of the other two participants in the first round, and only one in the second round, so as
to fulfill the experimenter’s true purpose. Half the participants were told that the game would
last five rounds, the other half were told it would last two (all games in actuality only lasted
two rounds). At the end of the first round participants were told that the individuals they had
competed against (supposedly two other participants) had chosen to cooperate, thus meaning
that the participants received a great payout and the others had received none. The
experimenter then handed the participants two cards with pre-created responses “from” the
other two participants (the real comment cards were not given): the first was a “forgiving”

response that read: “Ouch. OK, I forgive you for competing against me, but let’s cooperate
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so we can both get some money.” The second response was “unforgiving” and it read
“What’s your problem?! You really screwed me. Remember — we’ll both get more money if
we cooperate”. When given the choice to compete against either participant A or B, people
were more likely to choose to compete against the unforgiving player only if there was no
chance of retaliation. If there was a possibility of retaliation (i.e. they were playing five
rounds instead of two) the number of participants who competed against the unforgiving
player was non-significant to the number who chose to compete against the forgiving player.
This suggests that if there is a possibility of retaliation from an unforgiving player,
individuals are more likely to transgress against the forgiver. Based on this finding as well as
the fact that in both studies that suggested forgiveness deters transgression a stable
percentage of people (15-20 %) still chose to transgress against the forgiving participant,

Wallace et al. (2008) are still reluctant to unconditionally endorse forgiveness.

Lastly, given the benefits of forgiving both intra and interpersonally, Van Lange and
Karremans (2008) were interested in the potential benefits for society as a whole. In this light
they designed two studies in which they tested whether remembering a forgiven offense
contributed to a larger sense of community with others. In the first study they utilized the
Inclusion of Other in the Self (Aron et al., 1992) scale, which depicts six pairs of circles
ranging in degrees of overlap from not at all to almost complete overlap. Those who
remembered a forgiven offense were more likely to indicate circles that were more
overlapping of each other to represent how connected they felt towards others than those
who had remembered an un-forgiven offense (Karremans, Van Lange, & Holland, 2005). In
the second study, the experiment focused not only on feelings of connectedness but pro-

social behaviour as well. It was found that not only were those who remembered the forgiven
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incident more likely to volunteer for a charity; they were also more likely to donate money as
well than those who remembered the un-forgiven incident. (Karremans, Van Lange, &

Holland, 2005).

A Dark Side of Forgiveness?

Given all of the aforementioned research, the question of whether forgiveness can be
accepted as a kind of “panacea” for all relational problems has been often discussed. The
difficulty lays in the idea that by forgiving or cancelling an interpersonal debt one is thereby
removing many of the psychological consequences of that debt, leaving the hurt person
vulnerable to being hurt again. This is especially relevant for couple and family counselling,
as forgiveness is almost always discussed with the further goal of reconciliation. McNulty
(2011) examined this possibility by assessing newlyweds’ tendency to forgive and levels of
psychological and physical aggression of the first four years of marriage. He found that those
who expressed a higher tendency to forgive had the same levels of physical and
psychological aggression over the four years, whereas those who were less likely to forgive
experienced a decrease in spousal aggression over the same period. The theory underlining
this study was based on Operant Learning, which suggests that negative consequences
diminish negative behaviour and positive actions reinforce positive behaviour. This is what
McNulty (2011) calls “antithetical” to the idea of forgiveness, which essentially calls for the
hurt partner to release the right to blame, reject, or be angry at the offender. In an earlier
diary study, McNulty (2010) found that newlyweds were more likely to report that their
partners had transgressed against them on days after they had expressed forgiveness as
opposed to days in which they had not offered their partner forgiveness for an earlier

transgression. He warns that it may be dangerous for partners to forgive in relationships
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where transgressions occur often. McNulty (2008) demonstrated that relationship satisfaction
decreased when a spouse reported higher levels of forgiveness and a higher amount of
transgressions. Forgiveness was positive for couples only when there was a reported low
level of transgressions. In the same study, McNulty (2008) found that husbands would rate
the offense as more severe to the extent that they were more forgiving. If they were less

forgiving, however, the offense severity rating tended to stay the same.

Mixed results are reflected in Luchies (2002) dissertation research in which she
conducted four distinct studies, three of which involved couples. She labelled McNulty’s
research as the “license to transgress” effect, and had significant evidence to support the
hypothesis that people are more likely to transgress against those who are more forgiving in
the first of two studies. Interestingly, this effect failed to be replicated in a study where the
interpersonal relationship was one of friendship rather than a romantic relationship. Luchies,
Finkel, McNulty, and Kumashiro (2010) found another potential “dark side” of forgiving in
their studying examining forgiveness and self-respect. They demonstrated that forgiving can
diminish one’s self -respect and self-concept clarity if the offender does not demonstrate
adequately that the partner will be safe and valued. Feeling safe and valued included items
like the partner apologizing and being agreeable. Luchies et al. (2010) argue that this
provides evidence that forgiving is not an independent decision, and that the other partner’s
behaviour influences not only the decision to forgive but the consequences of forgiving as
well. So perhaps the more helpful questions might be: What are the underlying motivations
and attitudes for the “hurt” partner when they forgive? Similarly, what are the underlying

motivations and attitudes for the “offender” when they receive forgiveness? Finally, is there
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a discernable pattern of interaction between the hurt partner and the offender that moderates

the benefits and risks of forgiveness?

The Hurt Partner

The hurt partner’s motivations for either giving or withholding forgiveness are more
prevalent in literature. Again, two major factors include the level of closeness and
commitment that a person feels towards their partner. Karremans and Van Lange (2004)
found that individuals were more likely to report stronger feelings of forgiveness towards
people whom they felt strongly committed to, as opposed to those they considered only
weakly committed. Tsang, McCullough, and Fincham (2006) report that partners who are
more committed to their partners are more accommodating, more willing to sacrifice, and
rate their partner’s offenses as less severe. Harber & Wenberg (2005) demonstrated that
closeness also plays a role, as closer partners reported higher forgivingness. This raises a
type of circular question of which comes first: closeness or forgiveness? Research has
demonstrated that closeness and commitment help to facilitate forgiveness; however, if an
offense has just been committed the hurt partner is less likely to feel close or committed.
Furthermore, how does one begin to build a close and committed relationship without
forgiveness? Fincham, McCullough, and Tsang (2006) asked these questions in their study
about the longitudinal relationship between forgiveness and closeness/commitment. They
divided hurt partner’s responses into three motivations: revenge, avoidance, and
benevolence. The data demonstrated that there was evidence for a reciprocal relationship
between forgiveness and closeness and commitment. The evidence was stronger for the
pathway of forgiveness facilitating commitment (i.e. increasing benevolence, reducing

revenge and avoidance). There was less strong evidence for the alternate pathway, as
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closeness and commitment appeared to only facilitate a reduction in avoidance, but not a

reduction in revenge or an increase in benevolence (Fincham, McCullough, & Tsang, 2006).

Another important factor that allows individuals to forgive is self-regulation.
Forgiveness is the opposite of one’s perhaps immediate inclinations after being betrayed or
hurt, which is usually to have some form of retribution or revenge. Research has highlighted
that the better able others are at regulating that initial response, the more forgiving they are
likely to be. Finkel and Campbell (2001) demonstrated that if one restricts the amount of
time an individual receives to make a decision whether or not to forgive after an incident
(limiting the amount of time they can engage in self-regulation), it decreases the likelihood
of forgiveness. Molden and Finkel (2010) examined two different motivations that people
use to self-regulate. The first is prevention related motivations, i.e. I do not want to lose all
that [ have invested. The second is promotion related motivations, i.e. will the gains
outweigh the losses if I stay in this relationship. They demonstrated that if a person was more
motivated by prevention strategies, they were more likely to cite commitment to the
relationship as a reason to forgive. If they were motivated by promotion, they were more
likely to cite trust in their partner as the reason to forgive. This follows intuitively, as trust
indicates a belief that someone will act benevolently towards you as opposed to further
betrayal. Similarly, a larger commitment to a person would mean that the hurt partner would
have more to lose if they did not forgive (Molden & Finkel, 2010). Burnette, McCullough,
Van Tongeren, and Davis (2012) found the factors that predicted the greatest forgiveness
were relationship value and exploitation risk. If one perceived a low risk of being exploited

or taken advantage of by their partner, and also highly values the relationship, then it was
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more likely that the hurt partner would offer forgiveness, which is in agreement with the

aforementioned literature.

If people recognize that they too commit the same offenses as their partner then they
are more likely to forgive as well, which may relate to the fact that forgiveness is more likely
to be given if the hurt partner is able to empathize with the offender (Exline, Baumeister,
Zell, Kraft, & Witvliet, 2008, McCullough et al., 1998). Empathy is further helped by
attributions; research has demonstrated that those who do not blame their partner completely
for the offense, or make attributions to other factors, are more likely to forgive (Fincham,
Paleari, & Regalia, 2002). Again, forgiveness is facilitated if the hurt partner perceives that
the offender is truly remorseful and committed to their relationship (Tabek & McCullough,
2011, McCullough et al., 1998). Moreover, research has demonstrated that those who forgive
partners who continue to hurt them experience an erosion of self-respect as well as an
erosion self-concept (Luchies, Finkel, McNulty, & Kumashiro, 2010). The researchers
argued that forgiving an offender only has beneficial effects for a romantic partner if there is
sufficient evidence that the offender is remorseful, and values the hurt partner. Luchies,
Finkel, McNulty & Kumashiro (2010) conducted four studies, two longitudinal and two
experimental, to assess the effect of ongoing offenses on self-respect and self-concept. All
four studies demonstrated that in the case of multiple offenses self-respect and self-concept
were lowered for partners. Given the research demonstrating that ongoing offenses appear to
have an effect on one’s view of the self, this provides an avenue to pursue in the quantitative

data.

Though the contexts through which people are able to grant forgiveness are helpful,

McCullough & Hoyt (2002) suggest that “it is reasonable to expect that enduring
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characteristics of the victim (i.e. stable personality traits) would play a role as well” (pg.
1557). Research demonstrates that personality traits such as agreeableness vs. narcissistic
entitlement have an influence on whether or not people grant forgiveness, as those who score
higher in agreeableness are more likely to offer forgiveness (Exline et al., 2004).
Furthermore, recent research on attachment shows that those with more secure attachment
styles are more likely to grant forgiveness to their ex-partner after a divorce (Yaben, 2009).
Attachment theory asserts that one universal basic need of every human being is that of
feeling securely attached, or bonded, to another person (Johnson, 2002). The secure
attachment provides a safe haven from distress and a secure base from which a person can
derive comfort, as well as the autonomy needed to explore the world (Mikulincer and
Shaver, 2007). According to attachment theorists, there are two factors that are central to
creating a secure bond, accessibility and responsiveness of the partner (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2007). If partners are neither accessible nor responsive it can create in the other partner an
ultimate distrust of themselves, others, and the world. These kinds of interactions create
attachment strategies that are not secure, which have been classified on a spectrum of
avoidant and anxious (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2010). Those who use avoidance as a coping
strategy to self-soothe or regulate their emotions will dismiss their emotions and needs, and
focus on tasks (Johnson, 2002). Those who are anxious may appear “clingy”, or even
aggressive in their attempts to have a response from their attachment figures. Rather than
suppressing their needs because a partner rebuffs them, they pursue the partner even more
vigorously (Johnson, 2004). There are also those who can have both coping strategies as a
result of the very chaotic care-giving experience (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Mikulincer,
Shaver, and Slav (2006) conducted a study in which they measured tendencies to forgive

with specific attachment styles. They found that those with a more avoidant attachment were
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less likely to forgive and more likely to withdraw and seek revenge. There was no correlation
between anxious individuals and the tendency to forgive, however, anxiously attached
persons reported higher levels of vulnerability and humiliation when forgiving an offending
partner. Mikulincer and Shaver (2007) hypothesized that this is due to two competing forces
for the anxious individual, with the pull to ruminate on the threat posed by their partner

conflicting with their need for their partner to value them.

Furthermore, those who are insecurely attached have been shown to have more
negative self and other views in the face of their partner’s transgressions (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2007). Feeney (2004) demonstrated that those who are anxiously attached were more
likely to have lowered self esteem and agree with statements such as “I’m stupid”, whereas
avoidant individuals were more likely to increase their negative views of others and
relationships. Given the large number of literature that associates forgivingness responses to
transgressions, and attachment style (Gaines & Henderson, 2002; Gaines, Work, Johnson,
Youn, & Lai, 2000; Jang, Smith, & Levine, 2002; Mikulincer, Shaver, & Slav, 2006), an
attachment measure will be included in the quantitative element to understanding couples
who experience multiple, similar, transgressions. Given McNulty’s (2011) study on the “dark
side of forgiveness”, this study will seek to broaden the perspective on the hurt partner by
examining motivations for continuing to forgive following multiple offenses, while keeping

both dispositional and contextual factors in mind.

The “Offending” Partner

Exline and Baumeister (2000) point out an important realization that though the hurt

person’s response to a transgression is an important factor in whether the offense will occur
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again, it is not the only factor. They suggest other variables such as the offender’s level of
self-control, the attraction towards the offense (i.e. the lover or having an affair), and the
extent of their desire to not harm again. Though little researched, they provide several
predictions that would make forgiving dangerous, and what may lead to future
transgressions. They suggest that if the offering of forgiveness is not made explicit the
offender may not realize how much he/she has hurt the other partner, or that it may be
confused with condoning their behaviour. Secondly, if the offender does not demonstrate an
‘adequate level of repentance’ or a pseudo-repentance, then it may be more dangerous to
offer forgiveness. Finally, if the offender demonstrates no remorse at all, and seems very
hostile towards the other, than it can be supposed that to offer forgiveness may only serve for

the partner to be hurt again.

Attachment theory also has relevance for the offending partner as well. Though
Mikulincer & Shaver (2006) highlight that little research has been done on the role of
attachment and transgressions, they hypothesize that a more secure individual will be more
likely to have a healthy sense of guilt, and be more willing to make reparations. Conversely,
the authors argue that a more insecure person will be more likely to experience a debilitating
sense of shame, limiting their sense of agency and self-worth. Beginning research correlates
with these hypothesis, with Lopez, Gover, et al. (1997) showing that higher levels of anxiety
and avoidance was associated with higher shame scores. Mikulincer & Shaver (2005) created
a study in which they asked participants to recall an episode where they had hurt a partner or
failed to meet their needs and then write it down. They then asked them to rate their feelings
of hostility, shame, and/or guilt. The researchers found that anxious individuals reported

more shame than guilt, and avoidant persons reported more hostility, less guilt, and less
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shame. Those who were identified as secure exhibited more feelings of guilt, and less shame
and hostility. This is significant because guilt is shown to be associated with more
constructive responses to making a transgression, as it facilitates higher self-efficacy and

helps to rectify offensive behaviour (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).

Though at times separated from the psychological definitions of forgiveness,
forgiveness has strong spiritual and/or religious roots, which may be one reason why it was
largely ignored by the scientific community until the 1980’s (McCullough et al., 2000).
Nevertheless, it has strong implications for the nature of this study, as one major factor
influencing whether or not people transgress against their partner (or forgive them) could
centre on a person’s spirituality and/or religiosity. All of the major religions address
forgiveness, such as Hinduism, Buddhism (though more implicitly through the idea of
compassion), Judaism, Islam, and Christianity (Rye, Pargament, Ali, Beck, Dorff, Hallisey,
Narayanan, and Williams, 2000). The religious definitions of forgiveness resound with the
psychological, as they all contain an element of releasing negative affect/behaviour, and
cancelling an actual debt. However, while the psychological definition may have room to
depend of the amount of repentance of the offender, many religions urge their followers to
forgive even in the face of no remorse. For example, Christianity's central figure Jesus
Christ, has this to say about forgiveness: Then Peter came up and said to him, “Lord, how
often will my brother sin against me, and I forgive him? As many as seven times?” Jesus said
to him, “I do not say to you seven times, but seventy-seven times”. (Matthew 18:21-22).
Nevertheless, Christian theologians warn against the concept of “cheap grace” where one
transgresses without hesitation because of the assurance of forgiveness (Rye et al., 2000), as

this is an abuse of the theology of the cross. For Islam repentance is not necessarily required
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in interpersonal forgiveness, but in order to receive forgiveness from the divine there must be
some remorse (Rye et al., 2000). For the Hindu, forgiveness without repentance is seen as
more of a divine attribute, and one that is not expected for the human being. It is
conceivable, therefore, to predict that some forgiveness may arise out of a sense of religious
or spiritual duty, rather than out of a genuine compassion and desire to move on. It may even
arise from a sense of fear, that if they do not forgive the offender, then God may not forgive
them. This too may have an effect on whether or not the offender transgresses again against
the hurt partner. These kinds of predictions will serve as a kind of guidepost to direct the

qualitative nature of the study.

Research Questions for Quantitative Analyses

Given the mixed research results regarding a potential “license to transgress effect”,
(McNulty, 2011; Luchies, 2011; Wallace et al., 2008), this exploratory study will attempt to
quantitatively replicate the effect of forgivingness on offenses as found by McNulty (2011).
Secondly, as McNulty (2011) has illustrated, there is a difference between a tendency to give
forgiveness and a tendency to seek forgiveness. Given the previous link between tendencies
to give forgiveness and number of offenses, it could be hypothesized that those who are

quicker to seek forgiveness may be more likely to experience a higher number of offenses.

In a similar vein to Luchies (2011), who investigated both empathy and commitment as
potential moderators of the connection between offenses and forgiveness, this study will also
seek to quantitatively investigate other potential links, which have been shown by the
literature review to be associated both with relational factors as well as forgiveness. As

demonstrated by the literature review, closeness and commitment are integral aspects of the
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hurt partner being willing to forgive an offense. As many theorists have conceptualized a
secure attachment bond as a feeling of warmth, accessibility, and responsiveness (Johnson,
2002), which are ideal characteristics of a feeling of closeness, it could be hypothesized that

attachment may play a key role in forgiving the multiple, similar offenses of one’s partner.

Furthermore, as Luchies et al. (2010) have illustrated, forgiving can diminish one’s self -
respect and self-concept clarity if the offender does not demonstrate adequately that the
partner will be safe and valued. Therefore, it could be expected that partners who rate their
self esteem as higher may be experiencing a safer context in which they feel they can forgive

their partner’s multiple offenses.

A third aspect that needs to be considered in regards to the hurt partner forgiving are
personality traits, specifically agreeableness, as the literature has highlighted this link to
forgiveness. This may also influence offenses generated against, as agreeableness may not
allow for some of the consequences that an offending partner may need to feel in order to

generate remorse.

Lastly, it has been demonstrated through the literature review that those who rate
themselves as more spiritual are also more likely to offer forgiveness towards those who
have hurt them. As many religions promote forgiveness as the ideal way of handling
offenses, participants who are spiritual may find themselves offering at times forgiveness
without their offending partner displaying any remorse. As discussed by Exline and
Baumeister (2000), this could lead to further transgressions by the partner, therefore it could
be conceptualized that there would be a link between spirituality and number of offenses

experienced.
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Therefore, the quantitative research questions include:

a) Can the previously demonstrated link between forgivingness tendencies and offense
be replicated? Is there a link between seeking forgiveness and number of offenses
experienced?

b) Are attachment styles, self esteem, agreeableness, and spirituality potentially linked
with offenses experienced or the tendency to give forgiveness? Is there statistical
evidence for these factors to be considered moderators of the connection between

giving forgiveness and offenses experienced?

Research Question for the Qualitative Analyses

Given that there is not much known about the experience of couples who experience
multiple, similar offenses within their relationship, as well as the experiences of the
perpetrator in these cases, the second half of this study will seek to address this. As Morrow
(2007) writes, qualitative studies are particularly useful when not much is known about the
mechanisms of a phenomenon, or if the questions are of a “what” and “how” nature, rather
than a “why” (pg. 211). Secondly, re-occurring offenses, infidelity and forgiveness are very
complex processes as shown by the mixed messages that previous research has given us, and
using an interview approach allowed the researcher to go more deeply than perhaps an

overall quantitative measure could.

The approach that appears to be the most useful for the kind of study is the
Interpretive Phenomenological Approach. Phenomenology can be subdivided into two broad
categories: the first is called transcendental phenomenology and the other is hermeneutical

(Larkin & Thomson, 2011). Transcendental is related more to the origins of phenomenology
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as it was developed by a philosopher named Husserl, who created this term to describe the
philosophical study of “Being”. This required suspending or “bracketing” one’s previous
experiences, assumptions, and beliefs, in order to come to the essence of the thing being
studied (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). The phenomenological approach recognizes that there
is a concrete thing to be known (perceptions of lived experience), however, it also
understands that to perceive is always to interpret within a subjective experience. This is
where hermeneutical phenomenology finds itself, as it realizes the impossibility of
completely bracketing out oneself from the research process. Rather, the hermeneutical
approach ensures validity through reflection and knowing oneself, so that the researcher is
better able to understand the lens through which the information is being coloured (Larkin &
Thomson, 2011). In an odd kind of contradiction, in qualitative research in order to
understand the participant’s meaning, the researcher must first understand his or her own.
Smith (2011) writes, “social science should do its best to avoid distorting biases, to prevent
ideologies from skewing its findings, in order in the end to describe and explain what is true
about what is real in social life. But note that this depends not on “value neutrality” but on its
opposite: on value commitments to truth, scientific integrity, accountability...good science is
thus always based not on bracketing or setting aside particular human notions of what is
good, but rather on an absolute commitment to particular goods” (pg.8). A second aspect of
hermeneutical inquiry is that it is also important to take the participant’s context, or lens,
from which they see the world into account. This study will attempt to do so by
understanding the demographics of the interviewees, as well as their spirituality and

relational context.
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Chapter 2: Method

Participants

Participants were drawn from various couple and family therapy centres, as well as
the counselling centre at the university. They ranged in age from 22 to 67, with a mean age
of 34 (mode =23, SD = 11.87), with 30.1 percent of the respondents being male, and the rest
identified as female. Ninety-two percent of participants identified as Caucasian, with 7.8 %
identifying as other. The average length of time the participants had been in their relationship
was 10 years, with a SD of 9.6 (mode = 4 years). Of the seventy-seven participants, fifty-
three percent identified as Protestant, fourteen percent as Catholic, twenty-eight percent as
Agnostic and/or Atheist, and four percent as Jewish. Participants for the quantitative measure
considered themselves in a committed relationship with monogamous ideals.

Procedure (Quantitative)

The procedure for collecting data for the quantitative aspect of this study drew
heavily on a previous study completed by McNulty (2011) on the relationship between the
tendency to forgive and levels of psychological and physical aggression. The purpose of this
aspect was to determine whether the “license to transgress” effect can be replicated for
couples. A second relationship that was examined empirically is whether or not a tendency to
seek forgiveness is associated with higher or lower levels of transgression experienced.
Following the approval of the research ethics committee, data was collected through the use
of self-report surveys completed separately by each participant. Matching codes was self-
generated by partners instead of names to ensure confidentiality. At the end of the survey
participants indicated their openness to being contacted for a follow-up interview, and if so,

an opportunity to provide contact information was made available. Participants in the
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interviews will be offered compensation in the form of ten dollars and their choice of
refreshments. Due to the nature of the study, if both partners within a couple completed the
survey and give contact information, they were more likely to be selected for individual
interviews so that interaction patterns can be better analyzed. Following this criteria,
individuals chosen for the interview was based on the number of similar multiple offenses
reported (high and low) as well as on their reported tendency to both offer and seek
forgiveness (high and low scores). The qualitative interviews were conducted by the
principal researcher, Erika DeSchiffart, with a registered Couple and Family Therapist’s
contact information available if a participant should require/ask for further counselling. The
researcher recognizes the possible psychological risks present in the study, as the subject
matter is often highly charged with negative affect and distress, thus the necessity of having
a fully trained therapist available to assess and treat possible distress. Couples selected were
also seen separately as seeing them together was not a necessity for the procedure and could
create more distress for the individuals involved.

Quantitative Measures

The Transgression Narrative Test of Forgivingness (Berry, Worthington, Parrott, O’Conner,
& Wade, 2001) is a ten item scale that measures the tendency to express forgiveness by
presenting spouses with five hypothetical situations, varying in severity, in which
participants imagine themselves experiencing five transgressions and indicate their
likelihood of forgiving each offender. This scale would be modified to reflect the couple
relationship based on a research based transgression concepts such as “neglected
supervision”, “breach of trust” and “dubious self-defence” scenarios (e.g. snapping and
insulting the spouse) (McNulty, 2011). The scale was made partner-specific based on the

theory that a person’s tendency to forgive in general may be different than their willingness



Running Head: FORGIVE & FORGET 30

to forgive their partner. Modest correlations of this scale with Brown’s (2003) Tendency to
Forgive Scale (wives r = .39 and husbands, r = .28, p <.05) demonstrates that while it still
has construct validity, there is can be a real difference with people’s willingness to forgive
depending on the person (McNulty, 2011). The participant is then asked to report whether or
not they would express forgiveness in each scenario on a scale from 1-5 (1= definitely not
forgive and 5 = definitely forgive).

The tendency to seek forgiveness scale is a fourteen item scale that was developed by
Chiaramello, Sastre, and Mullet (2008), which involves asking participants to indicate their
response 1 = completely agree and 7 = disagree completely to statements such as “I do not
feel able to seek forgiveness even when the harm I have caused has clearly visible
consequences on the person I have harmed”. The scale is divided into three factors that make
up one’s tendency to forgive: the inability to seek forgiveness, b) sensitivity to
circumstances, and c¢) unconditional seeking of forgiveness. Chiaramello et al. (2008) found
that seeking forgiveness was associated with tendency to forgive, even beyond personality
factors. This suggests that those who are high in expressing forgiveness should also be more
willing to seek forgiveness, which may have interesting implications considering the
relationship between retaliation and a person’s tendency to transgress.

Relationship Violations: This aspect of the questionnaire strongly resembles Luchies’ (2002)
19 item measurement of offenses, with a measurement of infidelity added to it. In a pilot
study Luchies (2002) asked participants to rate the severity of the offenses on a scale from 1
(not very severe) to 5 (very severe). Transgressions ranged in severity from 2.4 — 4.15,
indicating the participants would consider these actions to be offenses. Participants would
answer the questions based on the amount of times these offense occurred in the past year

(1=not at all, not once) and 6 (all the time, everyday). Statements included items like “forgot
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something that is important to me” or “was physically aggressive to me”. Finally, infidelity
would be measured by first explaining/expanding the definition of infidelity to more than just
sexual acts, and then questioning whether or not they or a previous/current partner has
committed an act of infidelity within their relationship. Follow-up questions would include
whether or not they have been forgiven/forgiven the partner, whether or not they reconciled
after the discovery of infidelity, and whether the relationship was breached again after the

forgiveness process.

Rosenberg (1965) Self Esteem Scale: Luchies, Finkel, McNulty, & Kumashiro (2010) found
that forgiveness can bolster one’s self-concept if the offender has acted in a way that the hurt
partner deems safe. If the hurt partner does not feel safe or valued then forgiveness can
decrease their self-respect. Therefore the researcher has included Rosenberg’s ten item self
esteem scale which contains items such as “I feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an
equal basis with others” or “All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure”. Participants

are to answer on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Donnellan et al. (2006) Mini-IPIP Personality Scale: This twenty-item scale assesses for
dispositional or personality factors. It includes items such as “I am the life of the party” or “I
get chores done right away”. Participants are again asked to answer these questions on a

scale of 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree).

Eastwick and Finkel (2008) Partner Specific Attachment Scale: This twelve-item scale is
included to assess both partner’s attachment style, as previous literature has demonstrated its
link to forgiveness (Yaben, 2009). It assesses for both anxious and avoidant attachments,

with statements such as “I am nervous when my partner gets too close to me”, “It helps me to
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turn to my partner in times of need” or “I get frustrated if my partner is not available when I

need him/her”.

Intrinsic Spirituality: The purpose of this six-item measure is to determine whether an
individual actually is living their spiritual orientation in a very real and personal way, which
Allport and Ross (1967) has defined as being intrinsically religious. This is opposed to those
who use religion at a tool for meeting their own needs, or those who are extrinsically
religious. The Intrinsic Spirituality Scale (Hodge, 2003) is a six-item measure of intrinsic
religiosity which has been demonstrated both good reliability and high validity (Hodge,
2003) and is designed to measure spirituality either within or outside of a religious
framework. This expanded definition allows for a measurement of spirituality of individuals
who do not necessarily fall within a specific religious tradition. The measure is given on a
ten point scale and asks participants to complete the statements using the scale. For example
one item asks “When I am faced with an important decision, my spirituality...” and the
options given are 0 (plays absolutely no role) to 10 (is always the overriding consideration).

Procedure (Qualitative)

For the qualitative measures participants were in a committed relationship in which
there is a pattern of multiple similar offenses and multiple forgivingness processes. The most
applicable and useful method of qualitative research for this project appeared to be the
phenomenological approach, as not much is known about the phenomenon, and the research
question proposes something towards trying to ascertain the essence of the couple’s
experience concerning infidelity and forgiveness (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). The
interviewers themselves are active in the qualitative process, and it becomes apparent that

their own narratives must be made explicit so that the commitment to not imposing and to
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understanding the other’s perspective is upheld. This was carried out by the researcher
journaling and reflecting with supervisors about his/her own experiences of relational
offenses and the forgiveness process so that biases would be revealed and personal values
made clear.

The interviews themselves were conducted semi-structurally, centring on three broad,
open-ended questions: a) “What have you experienced in terms of the following: a) your
relationship in regards to multiple, similar offenses, b) the pattern of offenses itself, and c)
the forgiveness & reconciliation process?”” and secondly: What motivates you to avoid re-
offending your partner? Using thematic analysis, the data was coded according to its major
themes and insights of the couples. The kinds of offenses detailed by the participants ranged
in severity, with examples including the partner repeatedly not completing a household chore
to an online affair.

. All participants considered themselves to be in committed relationships, with all
four describing their relationship in a positive light. This is a potential limitation to the study,
as the number of participants willing to engage in an interview was restricted. For
generalization purposes, further analysis with couples identified as in distress is
recommended. The benefit of interviewing couples who describe themselves in healthy,
positive relationships is that the following themes paint a picture of what healthy interaction
patterns look like for both the forgiveness process and the experience of multiple, similar

offenses.
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Chapter 3: Analysis

Quantitative

After the removal of cases in which the full questionnaire was not completed, the data
consisted of 73 participants. Preliminary data screening included examination of histograms
of scores on all seven variables and examination of scatter plots for all pairs of variables.
Univariate distributions were reasonably normal with no extreme outliers; bivariate relations
were fairly linear, and in general there were no bivariate outliers. In regards to the
Transgression Narrative Test of Forgivingness, many participants did not complete the third
question for each case, which read, “If you have had similar experiences in your relationship,
how forgiving were you?”. This may be due to the fact that many of the participants had not
had similar experiences to the scenarios that were described within the questionnaire. As an
examination of missing data revealed that more than 5 % of participants did not response to
that question, it was removed from the data to have a more accurate representation. This is in
line with the original scale developed by Berry et al. (2001), as the third aforementioned
question was added by Luchies (2011) in her research.

Table 1: Descriptives of Study Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Cronbach’s | .865 .90 626 985 762 .900 926 .655
Alpha
Mean 39.61 37.84 44.87 37.15 18.46 11.52 59.11 23.96
SD 11.48 13.15 6.94 18.87 7.86 6.83 11.18 3.56

1= Giving Forgiveness,; 2= Offenses; 3= Seeking Forgiveness; 4= Spirituality; 5= Anxious

Attachment; 6= Avoidant Attachment; 7 = Self Esteem, 8§ =Agreeableness




Table 2: Correlations of Study Variables
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Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Give -129 | 201 257% | .075 117 162 096
Forgiveness

Offenses 105 | -.062 | .424%% | 524%% | _140 -306*
Seek -302% | 014 160 054 178
Forgiveness

Spirituality 066 | -208 | .23 _.049
Anxious . sk | _2aa%kk | _
. 355 344 101
Avoidant sk *
Attachment o -377 ~253
Self Esteem . H3]*
Agreeableness o

Note: * p <.05, **p <.01; I = Giving Forgiveness, 2= Olffenses,; 3= Seeking Forgiveness,
4= Spirituality; 5= Anxious Attachment; 6= Avoidant Attachment,; 7 = Self Esteem, §=
Agreeableness

The Transgression Narrative Test of Forgivingness and Relationship Violations: In regards
to the “license to transgress effect”, as named by Luchies (2011), the hypothesis was not
supported. Bivariate correlation demonstrated that there was a non-significant relationship
between the tendency to give forgiveness and number of offenses, with r (69) =-.129, p =
n.s.

The Tendency to Seek Forgiveness Scale and Relationship Violations: Using bivariate
correlation it was determined that there is a non-significant relationship between the
tendency to seek forgiveness and the number of relationship offenses reported, with r(71) =
.104, p = n.s. There is no evidence for the hypothesis that a tendency to seek forgiveness is
associated with number of offenses experienced.

Attachment Anxiety and Relationship Violations: There is evidence for a medium-strong,

positive, relationship between an anxious attachment style and number of offenses
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experienced, with r (71) = .424, p <.001. It appears that as attachment anxiety within a
relationship increases, so too does number of relationship violations experienced.
Attachment Avoidance and Relationship Violations: There is also evidence for a strong,
positive relationship between an avoidant attachment style and relationship violations, with r
(71)=.524, p <.001. It appears that as a person becomes more avoidant in their
relationships, an increase also occurs in number of offenses experienced.

Intrinsic Spirituality and Self-Esteem: While the correlation between intrinsic spirituality and
self esteem was not significant relative to the standard alpha level of .05, the p-value was
.058. This may indicate that this correlation was approaching significance, and that there is a
trend towards a positive correlation between intrinsic spirituality and self esteem, meaning
that as self esteem levels increased so too did a person’s level of spirituality, r (73) = .223, p
=n.s.

Intrinsic Spirituality and Giving Forgiveness: There is a medium, positive correlation
between giving forgiveness and a participant’s level of intrinsic spirituality, r (71) = .257, p <
.05. It appears that as one’s level of intrinsic spirituality increases, so too does their tendency
to give forgiveness.

Intrinsic Spirituality and Seeking Forgiveness: The data demonstrates a weak, negative
correlation between seeking forgiveness and a participant’s level of intrinsic spirituality, r
(69) =-.302, p <.05. There is evidence that as the levels of intrinsic spirituality increase, the
tendency to seek forgiveness decreases.

Anxious Attachment and Avoidant Attachment: There is a medium, positive correlation
between anxious attachment and avoidant attachment, with r (72) = .355, p <.01. It appears
that as one’s level of anxious attachment increases, so too does their tendencies towards

avoidant attachment.
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Anxious Attachment and Self Esteem: The data demonstrates a medium, negative correlation
between anxious attachment and self esteem, with r (73) = -.344, p < .01. There is evidence
that as anxious attachment increases, self esteem levels decrease.
Avoidant Attachment and Self Esteem: There is a medium, negative correlation between
avoidant attachment and self esteem, with r (73), = - .377, p <.01. It appears that as avoidant
attachment increases, the levels of self esteem decrease.
Avoidant Attachment and Agreeableness: There is a significant, negative correlation between
avoidant attachment and agreeableness, with r (73) = -.253, p <.05. It appears that as the
level of avoidant attachment increases, the levels of agreeableness decrease.
Self Esteem and Agreeableness: There is a significant, positive correlation between self
esteem and agreeableness, with r (73) =231, p <.05. It appears that as levels of agreeableness
increase, so too do levels of self esteem.
Offenses and Agreeableness: There is a significant, negative correlation between
agreeableness and offenses, with r (73) =.306, p <.05. It appears that as agreeableness levels
increase, level of perceived offenses decrease.

Given the number of medium-strong correlations that were revealed using bivariate
analyses in regards to the attachment variables, regression analysis was performed to discern
the predictive power of correlated variables.

Table 3: Regression of Attachment Variables on Offenses Experienced

Variables B SE B B Adj. R?
(Constant) 24.83 3.56

Anxious
Attachment .66 17 A42%* .16
(Constant) 20.57 3.41

Anxious
Attachment 42 17 26%*

Avoidant
Attachment 76 .19 Q%% 31
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Table 4: Regression of Attachment Styles on Self Esteem

Variables B SE B B Adj. R?
(Constant) 68.01 3.21

Anxious
Attachment -.50 .16 - 34%% .10
(Constant) 70.77 3.29

Anxious
Attachment -.50 .16 -24%*

Avoidant
Attachment - .47 .19 - 29%* 17

Qualitative

For the qualitative semi-structured interview, there were two main questions
discussed. First, what was the participant’s experience of the forgiveness process in relation
to multiple, similar offenses, and secondly, what motivated them to avoid re-offending their
partner. Using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis, six super-ordinate themes were
identified for the first question, with eight subordinate-themes. The second question resulted
in two super-ordinate themes, with two subordinate-themes. The quotes will be identified
using the code of F1, F2, and F3 for the three female participants, R for the researcher, and
M1 for the male participant. F1 and M1 are partners in the same committed relationship.
Question 1: What do you experience in regards to forgiveness when your partner
commits multiple, similar offenses against you?

Theme 1: Benefits of Forgiveness

As noted previously, research has demonstrated that forgiveness has positive effects
for individuals, both intra and inter personally. Again, it is important to note that the
participants in this study identified themselves as in close, committed relationships, which
Karremans and Van Lange (2008) identified as being the most likely to receive positive

effects from forgiveness. The participants in the interviews supported this research by stating
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that if they do not forgive the offenses that inevitably occur in relationships, it brings harmful
results to both themselves and their relationships. The first three quotes demonstrate the
positive effects forgiveness brings for the participants themselves (Sub-theme 1:
Intrapersonal benefits).

F1: “If we don’t forgive it is like the cancer of our soul...sometimes just for myself I have
to forgive”.

F2: “If you have to harbour resentment it gets so heavy and you are just so angry all the
time”.

F1: “It makes me a better person to forgive because my reaction to other non-related
instances is better”.

These quotes point to lower levels of resentment and anger due to the fact that they
have forgiven their partners, which they recognized as re