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Abstract

Numerous definitions of forgiveness have been proposed in the literature (e.g.. North, 1987;

Enright, Freedman & Rique, 1998), most ofwhich are based on religious or philosophical

notions, rather than on empirical evidence. Definitions employed by researchers have typically

set very high standards for forgiveness. This research was designed to investigate the

possibility that these definitions describe an ideal of forgiveness and may not reflect

laypersons' beliefe and experiences. Using Higgins' Self-Discrepancy Theory as a fiamework,

three types of forgiveness beliefs were investigated: actual, ideal, and ought Q-methodology

(which permits intensive study ofphenomena in small samples) was employed to examine and

compare participants' beliefs about forgiveness across these domains. Thirty participants (20

women), 25 to 78 years of age, were recruited firom the community. They were asked to sort a

set of66 statements about forgiveness according to their level ofagreement with each

statement This process was repeated three times, with the goal ofmodelling participants'

actual experiences, their ideals, and how they believed forgiveness ought to be. Three

perspectives on forgiveness emerged across the domains: forgiveness as motivated by

religious beliefs, reconciliation-focussed forgiveness, and conflicted forgiveness. These

perspectives indicated that, for many participants, the definitions presented in the literature

may coincide with their beliefs about how forgiveness would ideally be and should be, as well

as with their experiences of forgiveness; however, a large number of participants' experiences

of, and beliefs about, forgiveness do not conform to the standards set out in the literature, and

to exclude these participants' experiences and beliefs would mean overlooking what
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forgiveness means to a large portion ofpeople. Results of this study indicate that researchers

need to keep an open mind about what forgiveness may mean to their participants.
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Explorations and Comparisons of Actual, Ideal, and Ought Forgiveness Definitions:

A Q-Methodological Study

There have been dozens of definitions of forgiveness proposed by psychologists,

philosophers and theologians focused on this topic. Very few of these are based on

empirical studies of lay-persons' perceptions of forgiveness; most are theoretical definitions

proposed by experts in the field with little empirical evidence supporting their validity. This

is a jnroblem because we have very little to no evidence that the definitions of forgiveness

proposed by academics reflect the definitions ofpeople who are carrying out forgiveness in

their day-to-day lives, the same people vfbo are typically recruited to participate in the

studies on forgiveness. If^ in feet, the theoretical definitions that have been proposed do not

bear resemblance to the definitions held by "ordinary people," it may raise questions about

the conclusions of the research that has been based on these definitions. Researchers who

have one conception of forgiveness in their mind may interpret the information given by

participants differentiy than they were meant ifparticipants hold a different definition of

forgiveness.

Currentiy, the definitions of forgiveness that have been proposed by researchers hold

forgiveness to very high standards; for example, one must rclinquish all negative feelings

and foster positive feelings toward their transgressor to have truly forgiven (Enright,

Freedman, & Rique, 1998). There is very littie empirical evidence that has investigated how

ordinary people define forgiveness for themselves, so it is unclear iftheir experiences of

forgiveness meet such high standards. If^ in feet, they do not share the same standards, the

question "Have you forgiven?" may have a different meaning for the person answering the

10
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question than for the one asking it, possibly leading to misinterpretation. Therefore,

establishing what is meant by the word "forgiveness" is a critical first step to studying why

and how people forgive.

Definitions ofForgiveness

One definition that has been very influential in the field is that ofJoanna North

(1987), who defines forgiveness as "a matter ofa willed change of heart, the successfiil

result ofan active endeavor to replace bad thoughts with good, bitterness and anger with

compassion and affection" (p. 506). Another leading researcher has defined forgiveness in

this way, 'Svhen people forgive they become less motivated to harm their transgressor (or

their relationship with the transgressor) and, simultaneously, become more motivated to act

in ways that will benefit the transgressor (or their relationship with the transgressor)."

(McCullough, 2001, p. 194). Compare this with the definition proposed by Enright,

Freedman, and Rique (1998), who "define forgiveness as a willingness to abandon one's

right to resentment, negative judgement, and indifferent behaviour toward one \s^o unjustiy

ii^ured us, while fostering the undeserved qualities ofcompassion, generosity, and even love

toward him or her" (p. 47). The main theme conmion to all ofthese defimtions is a transition

fi-om negative feelings and actions (and thoughts) toward the offender to positive feelings

and actions toward the offender. It may be argued that the definitions presented above

express idealistic notions of forgiveness and likely do not cover the broad spectrum of

definitions of forgiveness that are held by individuals.

Researchers recognize that people's experiences of forgiveness often do not comply

with the standards set out in these definitions, but rather than accepting that there may be a
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12

broad range of experiences that characterize forgiveness, they tend to judge these

experiences as less valid than that of "true forgiveness", and denigrate these experiences by

using labels such as "pseudo-forgiveness" (Enright, 1991), "minimalist forgiveness"

(Calhoun, 1992), or "immature forgiveness" (Gardiner, 1998). It is important to note,

however, that not every academic researcher believes this transition from the negative to the

positive is necessary for "true" forgiveness. For instance, Yamhure-Thompson et al. (2005)

posit that, in fact, a reduction in negative emotion and a transition to a neutral emotional

state is sufficient for forgiveness to have occurred.

Experiences ofForgiveness and Research on Lay-Persons ' Definitions

While some academics choose to discredit the forms of forgiveness that do not meet

their standards for "true forgiveness," it is unclear whether or not those who practice

forgiveness make such distinctions, hi the "real world", forgiveness may or may not involve

a complete transformation of negative emotions and motivations into positive emotions and

motivations, as is prescribed by most ofthe academic definitions. As pointed out by Neblett

(1974), ifa person says "I forgive you" and sincerely means it, but still harbours some

resentment, we cannot say that this person is lying, or has misunderstood forgiveness. To

that individual, this is forgiveness. Neblett ( 1974) states, that although there are many

desirable or ideal features of forgiveness, there are very few, if any, necessary features for

forgiveness that are imanimously reflected in experience. Instead, a variety of activities fall

under the category forgiveness, which vary according to the individual and the situation.

Neblett claims that the word forgiveness ''does not designate a characteristic and peculiar

activity; the language of forgiveness is quite often put to a performatory use, and it is not
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always put to the same perfonnatory use" (p. 269). In fiact, he says there are times when

forgiveness cannot live up to the ideals that have been set: for example, in a marriage it may

be necessary for forgiveness to occur before all anger and resentment have been released,

particularly in the case of a severe hurt such as infidelity. Otherwise, the relationship could

not survive during the time it takes for complete healing to occur. It seems, therefore, that

Neblett would strongly disagree with those scholars above who argue for tl^ existence of

pseudo-, minimalist, and immature forgiveness and argue that these are not "true"

forgiveness. Neblett would argue that ifthe individual beUeves s/he has forgiven, then s/he

has, and there is no objective way ofproving that s/he has not. Neblett writes that the study

of ideals of forgiveness is a usefiil pursuit, but that the investigation of forgiveness as

experienced is even more informative. He writes, "It is fruitful to direct attention to an ideal

of forgiveness that has some currency within common moral attitude and belief. But a

delineation of this ideal is no substitute for a more systematic analysis of forgiving

behaviour, which unquestionably manifests a diversity of forms and covers a variety of

purposes" (p. 273). Neblett, a philosoher, wrote about forgiveness at the time when

scholarly attention had just begun to be directed at forgiveness, and unfortunately his

writings have been largely ignored by forgiveness researchers. However, the small amount

of empirical evidence that has been conducted to date examining lay-persons' definitions of

forgiveness does appear to support the idea that there may be a large variability across

forgiveness beliefe, many ofwhich do not match those proposed by researchers.

For example, m a study by Belicki, DeCourville, Michalica, Stewart Atkinson, and

Williams (2003), participants were asked to write a paragraph about what forgiveness meant



r 'f'-):

.i^:>:q

.'yril: ;.:;,!',
•

ma- .
• t^-'fl

••:::-, .U[\

!!.:>!(; JO

>-. '_• ,t . '.:j(i-:. -'onxv

r-

."• .'/ili'(.''iO

!^ ;.. •i.fVv.Hbh

si^fci'i

<.=::• riiia

-i .'. \':r.i(i;,:i^

'
.• ii'i'nw

t r • -^
. !

«

.V.'. .;;i!

' 4'"i :t

'•'.J/



14

to them. Compare one participant's definition of forgiveness with those presented above,

""Forgiveness to me means the person affected can take the situation and learn from it In

turn the person affected may then look at the person who hurt them and feel nothing towards

them, but maybe slight bitterment Forgiveness is when the individual can go on with their

life and when looking back at the situation, they 'shrug' it off." Obviously this person's

perception of forgiveness is very different from those above, but there is no reason to

conclude it is any less sincere, genuinely felt, or valid.

To date, there have been very few studies published that have examined the

definitions of forgiveness held by lay-persons. These studies have indicated that, while

people hold some belief that are similar to those included in the academic definitions of

forgiveness, there are some dissimilarities as well. Kanz (2000) asked a group of university

students about their beliefe on forgiveness. The sample consisted of 1 13 women and 42

men, the majority ofwhom were Caucasian (92%), and all ofwhom were Christians, with

the majority indicating that they were "bom again" Christians (70%).

Participants were asked to answer "yes" or "no" to 23 questions addressing beliefs

about forgiveness. Some examples ofthese questions are, "Can forgiveness cause emotional

problems?"; "Is it possible to forgive someone without that person being aware of it?";

"Does forgiveness automatically restore trust?"; and, "Does anger decrease when forgiveness

takes place?". It is interesting to note that in such a homogeneous sample there was

considerable disagreement on most of the items. Eleven ofthe twenty-three items had

agreement of75% or less. These items addressed issues such as for whom forgiveness is

more helpfiil, the forgiver or the forgiven party; whether or not forgiveness can cause
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emotional problems; whether or not reconciliation is a necessary part of forgiveness; and

whether it is easier to forgive a family member than a stranger. Items on which more than

50% of the sample agreed included those addressing whether or not it is possible to forgive

oneself (with the m^ority saying yes); whether or not trust is automatically restored after

forgiveness (the majority said no); and if anger decreases after forgiveness takes place (the

majority said yes; although in another question the majority of participants answered that it is

possible to be angry and forgiving at the same time).

Although the results of this study indicated that participants agreed with some of the

ideas put forth by researchers (for example, that anger decreases in forgiveness, and that it is

necessary to forget the hurt in order to forgive), many ofthe results did not coincide with the

academic definitions proposed Examples of such dissunilarities mcluded the fact that the

majority ofthe sample indicated that it was possible to be forgiving and angty at the same

time, that forgiveness can cause emotional problems, and that forgiveness does not

automatically restore trust, all ofwhich seem to indicate that the participants believed

forgiveness is possible without completely eliminating all negative feelings, or that one can

forgive without changing negative feelings, thoughts, and cognitions to entirely positive

ones. It seems that the religious background of the participants had an impact on their

forgiveness beliefs, with the majority indicating that they felt guilty ifthey did not forgive;

that they had a moral responsibility to forgive; and that religious people are more forgiving.

It is interesting to note that the m^ority of the san^)le indicated that they did not see

forgiveness as a primarily religious concept The results of this study seem to indicate that

there is considerable diversity in the definitions of forgiveness held by lay-persons, even
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when the sample group is fairly homogeneous with respect to culture, age and religion.

Scobie and Scobie (2002) used the definitions proposed in the literature as a starting

point for examining participants' beliefs about the definition of forgiveness. The sample

consisted of approximately equal numbers ofmale and female students at the University of

Glasgow, Scotland. Participants responded to focus phrases derived fi*om forgiveness

components found in the literature. These components were relationship, healing (selfand

others), condoning, religious aspects of forgiveness, new beginning, guilt reduction/release,

legal (dealing with issues of £Edmess and punishment), and other. These con^x>nents were

chosen because the authors believed that they were conmionly found in the literature on the

definitions of forgiveness. Participants were asked to rate their level ofagreement on the

extent to which the phrases represented their own understanding of forgiveness in everyday

situations. They were asked to respond to the phrases twice, once fix)m the perspective of

forgiving someone else (forgiver mode), and once when someone else was forgiving them

(forgiven mode).

Results indicated that there was a general tendency to agree with the phrases

representing the relationship, new beginning, and healing components. There was a more

mixed response to the components representing guilt release, as well as legal, and religious

aspects of forgiveness. The phrases representing the condoning component tended to elicit

disagreement from participants. However, even in the phrases that were commonly agreed

upon, agreement percentages ranged fix)m a high of only 70% to a low of50%. Once again,

it appears that although there may be some consensus as to what characteristics should

comprise a definition of forgiveness, there was also much variability, even in the items that
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were generally agreed upon.

In other research, Keams and Fincham (2004) asked participants about their

definitions of forgiveness in an attempt to develop a prototype of the concept. The sample

consisted of 208 undergraduate students, a small majority ofwhom were Caucasian.

Represented in this sample were the following religious faiths: Catholic, Protestant,

Atheist/agnostic, Jewish, and Muslim. This sample was more culturally and religiously

diverse than the one examined by Kanz (2000).

The participants were asked to list the characteristics of forgiveness as ifthey were

describing the concept to someone who had never experienced forgiveness. The ideas listed

by participants were classified into 477 forgiveness attributes, 387 ofwhich were mentioned

by only one participant. The idiosyncratic attributes were discarded, leaving a list of 78

attributes. The percentage of participants naming each attribute ranged fi*om 33.33% to

3.13%. It is interesting to note that even the most commonly mentioned characteristic was

listed by only one-third of participants. The ten most commonly mentioned attributes were

consequence of a wrongdoing, understanding, relief, forgetting the incident, an act of love,

moving on, feeling happy/joyfiil, reconciling, empathy, acceptance. Many ofthe items on the

list described negative aspects of forgiveness (e.g., "still think about the incident", "still lack

of trust", "a sign of weakness", "questioning ifyou made the right decision", "giving the

person permission to do it again"). There were also attributes listed by participants as

characteristic of forgiveness that have been generally agreed upon by researchers as not

being forgiveness, such as "forgetting the incident"; "telling the person it's ok what they

did"; "pretending the incident didn't happen". Therefore, it appears that, in this study, there
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is some discrepancy about what forgiveness is, not only between participants but also

between the participants' responses and the academic definitions.

The research conducted to date on lay-persons' definitions of forgiveness has been

somewhat preliminary and there is still a great need for fiirther investigation. One ofthe

issues in two ofthe three aforementioned studies, those by Kanz (2000) and Scobie and

Scobie (2002) is the limited scope of forgiveness ideas presented. Although Scobie and

Scobie (2002) did endeavour to represent the ideas mentioned in the literature there was no

opportunity in either study for participants to volunteer their own ideas about forgiveness. It

is therefore possible that, for some participants, the ideas that were most relevant to their

ideas about forgiveness were not addressed. Keams and Fincham (2004) improved on this

methodology in their study by allowing participants to generate their own ideas about

forgiveness definitions.

A second limitation of the research conducted to date is the relatively homogeneous

nature ofthe samples. Undergraduate university students were used in all three studies,

which may be problematic because age has been linked with the willingness to forgive, with

older people expressing a higher level of forgivingness than younger people (Enright, Santos,

& Al-Mabuk, 1989). Therefore, it is unportant for fiiture research to include participants of

all ages, and of various backgrounds and life experiences. Similarly, including individuals

fix)m a range of religious backgrounds and ethnic diversities would also be ideal.

Because ofthe limitations mentioned above, and the limited amount ofresearch

conducted, the exploration of definitions of forgiveness should be considered to be at a very

early stage of investigation, and continued woric in this area is urgentiy needed to understand
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how people understand forgiveness and define it for themselves.

Discrepancy Between the Actual Experience and the Ideal Form ofForgiveness

Upon examination of the little empirical evidence there is regarding lay persons'

definitions of forgiveness, it seems that there is a discrepancy between the definitions of

forgiveness put forth by academics, which reflect ideals of forgiveness, and those put forth

by lay people who practice forgiveness. As Neblett points out, there may be ideals based on

common moral, religious, or social beliefe, that are familiar to many of us. However, when

individuals forgive, they may find themselves unable or unwilling to forgive in tl^ way that

would meet these ideals. Instead, they may find that their actual experiences of forgiveness

are products of their own shortcomings, the constraints ofthe situation, or their motivations

(or lack thereof) to forgive in the way mandated by such ideals. Consider the following two

statements fix)m participants in the study by Belicki et al. (2003): "I believe all things, m

theory, should be forgivable. But I struggle with the idea of forgiving the terrorists for the

horrors they committed"; and "I have been considering and striving for it (forgiveness) for

many years, but I was hurt by someone very close and the hurt was deep." It appears that

people may recognize the ideals of forgiveness, while simultaneously acknowledgmg that in

their own experiences they fall short of these ideals.

We can compare this discrepancy between actual experiences and ideals of

forgiveness to the discrepancies between the actual experience and the ideal of falling in

love. We may have particular ideals ofwhat felling in love will be like: the partners will

always be considerate ofone another; they will count the hours until they are together; and

they will find endless topics of conversation to fill the time they are together. However, the
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actual experience of falling in love may be somewhat different. The partners may find that

they have less in common than they expected to: he wants to talk about football while she

wants to talk about politics. They may find that jealousy creeps in, and instead of counting

the hours until they are together, they spend the time wondering how the other is ^)ending

his or her time. They will likely find that, instead of being unfailingly considerate, their

partner is human, and has some days when he or she is less considerate than on others.

However, because their lived experiences fall short of their ideals, can we say that these two

people are not in love? Ifthey proclaim their devotion, affection and conmiitment to one

another, yet foil to live up to the ideals of love, do we call this pseudo-love, or minimalist

love? Of course not We say that these people are in love, imperfect though it may be, and

recognize that each relationship is unique, with its own strengths and shortcomings. Why,

therefore, do some forgiveness researchers try to say that there is only one experience of

forgiveness, the ideal experience? It would seem more rational to recognize that, although

people's beliefs about ideal forgiveness are sincere and valid, this does not mean that every

experience of forgiveness must meet such standards to be considered forgiveness.

Perh^s, like those common beliefe about what love would be like in its ideal form,

people hold views of the ideal form of forgiveness, that are consistent with the definitions

proposed by Enright and coUeagues (1998), McCullough (2001), and North (1987). These

ideals of forgiveness may be derived fi-om the individuals' own beliefs about themselves and

how they should, or would like to be able to act toward others. This notion is supported by

the following participant's statement (notice the emphasis on the individual's personal

beliefe about how to practice forgiveness), "When I don't forgive, I'm hurting myself. An
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ability to love myselfmeans forgiving others and myself. It means letting go of something 1

cannot change but that I can move forward from the hurt." (Belicki et al., 2003)

Alternatively, these ideals may come from moral, religious, or cultural teachings, as

reflected in the statement by the following participant: ""Forgiveness is to put all feelings

aside and change your heart towards that person. It is not forgetting what they did, but

recognizing that they made a mistake or even hurt you unintentionally and moving on from

there. We ALL make mistakes, it is inevitable. Jesus Christ paid the ultimate sacrifice for

the forgiveness ofALL our sins. So just as He forgave me, I will forgive others - not out of

duty, but in himiility." (BeUcki et al., 2003) This individual's beliefs about forgiveness seem

to be distinctly different from those ofthe individual quoted earlier.

Theoretical Framework: Higgins ' Self-Discrepancy Theory

It appears, therefore, that people may actually hold three types of beliefs about

forgiveness: 1) their representations about how they actually experienced forgiveness in real-

life situations; 2) their representations ofhow forgiveness would be ideally, as derived from

their own standards of perfection; and 3) their representations ofhow forgiveness should be,

as internalized from moral, reUgious, or cultural teachings. Higgins' Self-Discrepancy

Theory (1987) provides a framework that can be used to examine these three different

representations of forgiveness'. Although Higgins' theory may not be directly testable

within the confines of the present research, because the contexts are quite different

(forgiveness, rather than self-concept), his theory is a usefiil starting point for examining

' Some readers may be more familiar with the more recent form of this theory proposed
by Higgins, which focuses on promotion and prevention of particular psychological outcomes
related to discrepancies of the self (e.g., Higgins, 1997).
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these potential discrepaacies.

Higgins's theory is buih around the hypothesis that people have three domains within

their self-concept that reflect different views ofthemselves. The first domain is the

perception ofthe self as they believe they actually are» called the self-concept, or the actual

self. The actual selfmay or may not reflect reality, but it nevertheless encompasses

individuals' ovmperceptions about characteristics or traits they actually possess, or feil to

possess. The second domain of the self is the ideal self, which is composed of all of the

characteristics that people would like to possess, to meet their own standards ofthe ideal.

The ideal self tends to be internally driven, reflecting the characteristics that the individual

believes would result in positive outcomes in the world. The third domain ofthe self is the

ought self, which includes all the characteristics people believe they should possess or ought

to possess. This self-state tends to be less internally driven and more a reflection of morality

or societal standards, which, if violated, could result in punishment or other negative

outcomes. These three selves map onto the three representations of forgiveness described

above; instead of referring to personal characteristics, the theory can be applied to

individuals* views on forgiveness. For example, a statement relating to the actual domain of

forgiveness would be, "Although it took me a long time, I was able to get rid ofthe anger I

had held toward my offender." A statement addressing the ideal domain of forgiveness may

be, "I would like to resolve completely the anger toward the person who hurt me because I

believe that it is personally hurtful to feel so angry all ofthe time." A statement reflecting the

ought domain of forgiveness might sound like, "I feel a lot ofpressure fi-om those around me

to forgive someone who hurts and to get over the anger that I feel." Though self-discrepancy
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theory has not been used to study perceptions of forgiveness, it has been used to look at other

psychological situations, such as the transition to parenthood (Alexander & Higgins, 1993)

and vulnerability to eating disorders (Straumann, Vookles, Berenstein, Chaiken, & Higgins,

1991).

Higgins tested the idea that discrepancies between different aspects ofthe selfwould

lead to different psychological outcomes, and this hypothesis was supported in a number of

studies. The discrepancy between the actual and ideal domains of the self led to dejection-

related outcomes, such as dissatisfaction, disappointment and sadness. Strauman and

Higgins (1988) asked people to list the attributes they believed they possessed, as well as

those they felt they would ideally like to possess. Discrepancies between these two domains

of the self were examined and scored. The researchers found that the discrepancy between

actual and ideal self states were related to dejection, frustration and anger at the self as

measured two months following the initial session in which self-discrepancies were

measured. Similarly, when expectant mothers were asked to list the attributes they believed

they possessed, and would ideally like to possess, the discrepancies between the actual and

ideal selfpredicted how easily the woman made the transition into motherhood even when

these discrepancies involved characteristics unrelated to motherhood, such as athletic ability

(Alexander & Higgins, 1993). High levels of discrepancy between the actual and ideal self-

domains during the prenatal period predicted sadness and dejection as measured after the

baby's birth.

A discrepancy between the actual and ought domains of the self has been shown to

lead to agitation-related emotions such as guilt, self contempt and uneasiness, as well as
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anxiety over the possibility ofpunishment. In a study by Higgins, Bond, Klein, and

Strauman (1986), participants' discrepancies between the actual and ideal domains, and

between the actual and ought domains were measured. Participants were classified as either

having a larger actual-ideal discrepancy or a larger actual-ought discrepancy. They were then

asked to imagine a negative scenario, in this case a fiailing grade on an assignment. Those

who had a predominant actual-ought discrepancy experienced more agitation-related

emotions following the negative imagery. Those with a predominant actual-ideal discrepancy

experienced dejection-related emotions after the same imagery task. A number of studies

using various methods and measures have reliably found the predicted outcomes from

discrepancies between the actual, ideal and ought domains (Higgins, 1987).

Because there are robust findings that discrepancies between the domains of the self

lead to particular negative outcomes, it is possible that discrepancies between the actual,

ideal and ought domains of forgiveness would also lead to particular negative outcomes.

Studies ofthe physical and psychological outcomes of forgiveness have shown that

forgiveness may be beneficial to emotional well-being (Coyle & Enright, 1997; Karremans,

Van Lange, Ouwerkerk, & Kluwer, 2003) and physical health (Lawler, Younger, Piferi,

Billmgton, Jobe, Edmondson, & Jones, 2003; Seybold, Hill, Neumann, Chi, & Quillen,

2001; Toussaint, Williams, Musick, & Everson, 2001); however, the relationship is not

always found (e.g., Connor, Davidson, & Lee, 2003), and when it is found, the effect sizes

are often quite small. Methodological shortcomings may explain the inconsistencies in this

relationship (Seybold et al., 2001). One possible methodological shortcoming is differences

in the measurement of forgiveness: in some studies participants were asked about their actual
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experiences with forgiveness, and in another they were asked to consider forgiveness in the

abstract, or about what researchers call "forgivingness", a personal tendency toward (or away

from) forgiveness, which may also tap into beUefs about the ideal or ought domains of

forgiveness. Therefore, because measures have not targeted the same aspects of forgiveness

it seems logical that there would be differences in the results.

As mentioned above, it is also possible that discrepancies between individuals'

actual, ideal and ought domains of forgiveness would lead to negative psychological

outcomes, lessening or eliminating the possible benefits of forgiveness. Thus, individuals

exhibiting discrepancies between their actual and ideal domains of forgiveness may

experience dejection-related outcomes such as depression or disappointment. In contrast,

those with discrepancies between their actual and ought domains of forgiveness may

experience agitation-related outcomes such as anxiety or guilt. Ifpeople experience negative

outcomes due to discrepancies between their actual experiences of forgiveness and their ideal

or ought beliefs about forgiveness, ihe beneficial effects of forgiveness may be negated by

the negative psychological outcomes of such discrepancies, such as possible dejection,

disappointment, anxiety, or guilt Future research should examine such outcomes, but the

present research does not address forgiveness outcomes.

Research Questions

This study is a first step in documenting whether or not people hold different types of

beliefs about forgiveness, and whether there are discrepancies between these beliefs. One

important question is whether or not people share similar experiences of forgiveness (actual

domain) or ifthey differ in their experiences, and if so, how they differ.
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The similarities and differences in beliefs will also be examined for the ideal and

ought domains of forgiveness. It is possible that people will share similar perspectives in

one of the domains, while holding dissimilar perspectives in the others. For example, it

seems reasonable to expect that people will have similar ideals about forgiveness but will

differ in their actual experiences of forgiveness, which tend to be constrained by the unique

circumstances ofthe hurtful event

Whether or not people will share similar perspectives in the ought domain of

forgiveness may depend on the demographic homogeneity ofthe sample: it seems reasonable

to expect that people of similar cultural, racial, religious and historical backgrounds would

have received similar messages about what forgiveness should be, whereas people with

different backgrounds may have dissimilar perspectives. Forgiveness is viewed differently

across cultures: for example, collectivist cultures, such as the Chinese and Japanese cultures,

may see forgiveness as a tool for maintaining social harmony through overlooking or

excusing the offense whereas more individualistic cultures that emphasize justice may see

repentance on the part of the perpetrator as an integral component of forgiveness

(Augsburger, 1992). It is, therefore, possible that there would be different beliefs about what

forgiveness should be that depend on the culture in which an individual was raised.

It seems likely that the forgiveness ideals proposed in the literature reflect the beliefe

ofa Western, Christian culture because the large majority of forgiveness researchers are

American, Caucasian and Christian. One example of this bias is that while most North

American researchers agree that excusing is not the same as forgiveness (e.g., McCullough,

2001), excusing is a main component of forgiveness in the Japanese cultures, which seek to
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maintain social harmony (Augsberger, 1992).

A second question examined in the present study is whether people's actual, ideal

and ought beliefs about forgiveness differ within individuals. Ifwe discover that there are

discrepancies between the actual and ideal domains of forgiveness belief, or the actual and

ought domains, this lays the groundwork for future research examining the outcomes of such

discrepancies.

Q-Methodology

The domains of forgiveness were examined using Q-methodology. This

methodology was designed for the purpose ofexamining phenomena from the participant's

point ofview (Brown, 1980), and was used in the present study to investigate whether or not

there were distinct perspectives on forgiveness in its actual, ideal, and ought domains, as

well as to explore the possibility that, within the individual, there would be discrepancies

between the actual and ideal or between the actual and ought domains of forgiveness. It is

recognized that it is impossible to discover every perspective on forgiveness in any one of

these domains; however, the goal of the present study was not to provide a comprehensive

list ofevery perspective on forgiveness, but instead to contribute to the literature a number of

forgiveness perspectives that are shared by groups of individuals. By showing that

forgiveness definitions can be shared by individuals yet also can vary, the argument that in

feet there is more than one valid and genuine definition of forgiveness is supported.

In a Q-sort, participants are given a set of cards, each printed with a statement

reflecting a particular aspect of the phenomenon in question. Participants are asked to sort

these statements into three piles, one containing statements that are in agreement with their
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perspective, one containing statements that are in opposition to their perspective, and one

containing statements that are irrelevant to their perspective. Participants then sort and re-

sort cards following a quasi-normal distribution along points ranging from "most unlike my

perspective" to "irrelevant to my perspective" to "most like my perspective". They continue

this process until they are satisfied that the sorting of the cards closely reflects their own

perspective on that phenomena. The statistical analysis ofthese sorts allows us to discover

whether there are distinct perspectives on the phenomenon, what these perspectives are, and

how they differ from other perspectives. In this research, we were able to look for distinct

perspectives within and across the actual, ideal and ought domains of forgiveness.

P-Sample

In Q-methodology the people participating in the study comprise the P-sample. In the

present study, it was our intention to investigate whether or not shared perspectives on

forgiveness could be found. The reason for this investigation is to contribute to the literature

some evidence supporting the idea that there may be more than one "kind" or definition of

forgiveness, and that all of these definitions may be valid for those who hold them.

Therefore, as we recognized that it would be impossible to discover all the potential

forgiveness definitions, the goal was to obtain a sample size sufficient to discover some, and

to maximize the likelihood that we could find a number of relatively stable factors,

comprised of4 or 5 people (Brown, 1980). A sample size of 30 was decided upon, as Q-

methodology is biased toward small sample sizes (McKeown & Thomas, 1988), and that size

would be large enough to allow for stable factors. As well, sample sizes of 30 have

commonly been used in Q-methodological research.
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A second consideration when deciding on sample size was the effort required on the

part of our participants. Because ofthe nature ofthe present research, participants were

asked to sort the cards three times, which is very time-intensive and can be tiring for some

participants. Therefore, it was necessary to balance an "extensive" methodology (McKeown

& Thomas, 1988), which allows for a larger possible scope of perspectives because of a

larger P-sample (possibly as large as 50), and an "intensive" methodology in which a limited

number of participants are examined repeatedly. A P-sample of 30 seemed to be a good

compromise between these two methodologies.

Q-Sample

In Q-methodology, the Q-sample is ofthe utmost importance. The Q-sample

comprises the statements that are rank-ordered by participants to reflect their individual

viewpoints (McKeown & Thomas, 1988). The statements can be derived from many

sources, including preliminary interviews or other communications with the participants,

ideas taken from the literature relevant to the phenomenon in question, social viewpoints (for

example, political ideologies), and standardized scales (McKeown& Thomas, 1988).

Generally, a Q-sample ofbetween 40 and 60 statements is ideal to provide enough material

to adequately express a view without overwhelming the participant. A representative Q-

sample should include a sufficient variety of viewpoints so that all participants are able to

pick out a number of statements with which they agree and disagree.

Importance ofthe Present Research

The present study is an important contribution to the body of knowledge about

forgiveness for a number of reasons. First, it will add to our knowledge ofhow lay-persons
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think about and experience forgiveness. As discussed earlier, there is not enough empirical

evidence to date to answer this question. Helping to provide an answer would be an

important contribution because increased knowledge about how people conceptualize

forgiveness will allow researchers to predict more accurately when people are likely to

forgive, and to develop better ways ofmeasuring forgiveness (Keams & Fincham, 2004). As

well, a better understanding ofhow people think of forgiveness can be used to modify

ther^)eutic techniques utilizing forgiveness as a healing tool to reflect the experiences of

clients more closely (Keams & Fincham, 2004).

Additionally^ it is possible that if discrepancies between actual, ideal and ought

perspectives on forgiveness are discovered, future research may utilize Higgins' Self

Discrepancy Theory to predict and understand possible repercussions of such discrepancies.

This knowledge may also be usefiil in a therapeutic setting to treat depression and anxiety

that may be created by these discrepancies. It also may be useful in understanding why some

research on forgiveness outcomes have shown positive health and psychological benefits to

forgiveness while others have shown mixed results; perhaps those who do not show positive

outcomes would express more discrepancy between their actual experiences of forgiveness

and fheir ideal and ought concepts of it. Although the answers to such questions are beyond

the scope of the present study, it is hoped that the present research will lay the foundation for

such research.



tn '-. ,.= .!'..

i -.T.'.-it.j



Method

Participants

Participants (i.e., the P-sample) for this study were recruited from the community to

include people ofa wide variety of ages and backgrounds. Recruitment was done through

ads in the Brock University campus newspaper, as well as an article featuring this study in

the St. Catharines Standard. Several participants who had completed an earlier study on

forgiveness and who had expressed a desire to be included in future research were contacted,

some ofwhom agreed to participate in this study. As well, a number of participants in the

present study were recruited after hearing about the study by word ofmouth. The

requirements for participation in the present study were that the individual must have been

over 18 years ofage at the time ofparticipation and must have been hurt "seriously and

deeply by someone you know (not a stranger)". The requirement that the participant must

have known their offender was included to ensure that the items regarding the state ofthe

relationship with the offender after the hurt would be applicable to all participants, as people

\^o had been hurt by a stranger would likely not have a relation^p with the offender after

the hurt had taken place.

Materials

Participants completed a questionnaire before the Q-sorting process took place that

included questions about age» marital status, and education level (See Appendix A for a copy

ofthis questionnaire). This information was used to describe the sample. Participants were

also asked about their ethnic background and religious affiliation, how often they attend

church and how important prayer or ^iritual practice are in their daily life, because these
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characteristics may play a part in the way people think about and define forgiveness,

particularly in the ideal and ought domains.

The second part ofthe questionnaire addressed a hurtfiil incident that the participant

had subsequently forgiven. The instructions read, "For the following questions, we would

like you to bring to mind an experience ofsomeone close to you who hurt you unfiairly and

deeply and whom you have forgiven." They were instructed that, when choosing what event

to write about, they should choose an event that was significant to them as the next activity

would involve a description ofthe forgiveness process that occurred following the event

Participants were given space in which to describe the hurtful incident in their own words.

A series ofquestions followed this paragr^h, including who committed the hurtfiil act; if

the participant still had a relationship with this person; and if so how close it is (scored on a

5 point Likert scale fix)m "distant" to "close"), how long ago tl^ hurtfiil event happened,

how upsetting the event was when it h^pened and how upsetting it is now (scored on a 6-

point Likert scale firom "not at all upsetting" to "devastating").

QSample, In Q-methodology, the Q-sample comprises the list of statements that are

sorted by the participants The goal for this study was to compile a group of statements that

would be representative ofthe ideas about forgiveness that had been proposed by

researchers, as well as those which had either been used by researchers or proposed by

participants in previous empirical studies ofthe definition of forgiveness (namely, those by

Kanz, 2000; Keams& Fincham, 2004; Scobie & Scobie, 2002). As well, transcripts fix)m an

interview study conducted by DeCourville and Belicki (2005) were used to generate material

for statements. Some ofthe statements included ideas that have been proposed in the
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literature as not being part of forgiveness, such as forgetting (Enright, Freedman& Rique,

1998; Jaeger, 1998), pardoning (Enright & Eastin, 1992; McCullough, 2001), excusing

(Enright, Freedman, & Rique, 1998; McCullough, 2001), and condoning (Baures, 1996;

Enright& Eastin, 1992; Jaeger, 1998; McCuUough, 2001; North, 1998).

After a thorough review of the forgiveness literature had been conducted, the process

of compiling the sample began with three individuals (the author and two professors of

psychology) listing all ofthe ideas they had read or heard about forgiveness. These three

lists were brought together to compile one large list, as well as to review the ideas and

discover ifany important ideas had been overlooked. In an effort to organize the

information, ideas were categorized into emotional, cognitive, and behavioural aspects of

forgiveness, because it has been proposed that changes in each ofthese three areas are

integral to the process of forgiveness (Enright, Freedman & Rique, 1998).

Some ofthe statements reflected religious aspects of forgiveness as it was recognized

that, for some participants, religious belie& would be very important to their belie& about

the forgiveness process. Although they were not strictly Christian in orientation (for

example, all ofthese items mentioned "God" but did not mention "Christ"), they were most

likely to appeal to individuals ofa Christian background.

Because the sorting process requires an extensive amount of effort on the part of

participants, and because we knew that each participant would have to sort the statements

three times, it was critical to reduce the number of statements to a point where we believed

that we had represented most ofthe ideas that have been prominent in the forgiveness

literature without overwhelming participants with the number ofcards to sort Through a



*W.' '

\'6xV

,,^.J^/:>

'jA-t

.:.! /.'.•'-^'

?';•.••' -.. ' i'Jij'



34

process of discussion and elimination, our list was shortened to a set of 66 statements about

forgiveness.

Because participants were to sort the cards three times, it was a concern that they

may become confused during the sorting process with respect to which domain of

forgiveness beliefs (actual, ideal, or ought) they were to be focusing on. Therefore, each of

the statements was worded slightly differently for each ofthe three sorts, and each set of

statements was printed on cards ofa different colour. The actual statements were worded in

such a way as to lead participants to reflect on the forgiveness process that occurred

following the hurtful event that they had described. For example, "1 made a conscious

choice to forgive the person who hurt me.*' As well, the cards that indicated the scale on

which participants sorted the statement cards included the words "my experience of

forgiveness;"(e.g., -5, MostunlikeMYEXPERIENCEof forgiveness). A list ofthe

statements used in the actual domain of forgiveness sort is included in Table I.

Table 1. Statements used in the sort examining the actual domain of forgiveness beUefs.

1 I made a conscious choice to forgive the person who hurt me.

2 Forgiving the person who hurt me was a gift from me to him/her.

3 I forgave the person who hurt me out of love for him/her.

4 I forgave the person who hurt me out ofcompassion for him/her.

5 Just as God has forgiven me, I forgave the person who hurt me - not out of duty,

but in humility.

6 I had to forgive the person who hurt me because if I did not, God would not

forgive me my sins.

7 1 forgave the person who hurt me out of gratitude for God's love for me.
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Table 1. Statements used in the sort examining the actual domain of forgiveness beliefs.

8 I forgave the person who hurt me because I know God loves him/her.

9 I forgave the person >^o hurt me because forgiving is the morally right thing to

do.

10 I forgave the person who hurt me because I was taught to forgive.

11 I forgave the person who hurt me because it is my duty to forgive.

1

2

Forgiving the person who hurt me helped him/her to get past the situation and

move on.

13 To me, forgiveness meant giving the person who hurt me a second chance.

14 I was able to forgive the person who hurt me very quickly.

15 It took me a long time to forgive the person who hurt me.

16 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant accepting what happened and just

getting over it

1

7

Forgiving the person who hurt me meant accepting their flaws.

1

8

Even though I forgave the person^o hurt me, this person deserved to be

punished.

19 I forgave the person who hurt me, but only after I saw that s/he had been

punished for what s/he had done.

20 I forgave the person who hurt me even though I don't thinkjustice was done.

21 I forgave the person who hurt me even though I don't think it was fair that I had

to do anything for this person, much less forgive.

22 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant letting him/her off the hooL

23 I forgave the person who hurt me because s/he had good reason for doing what

s/he did.

24 I forgave the person who hurt me because "I had it coming to me."
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Table 1. Statements used in the sort examining the actual domain of forgiveness beliefs.

25 I forgave the person who hurt me because we're all human - we all make

mistakes.

26 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant just foi^etting what happened.

27 Even though I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I have not forgotten what

h^pened.

28 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant seeing the whole person for what s/he

is, not just the hurtfiil thing s/he did to me.

29 Before I could forgive, I had to talk with the person who hurt me about what s/he

did.

30 I had to let the person who hurt me know how I felt about what s/he did before I

could forgive him/her.

3

1

Forgiving the person a^o hurt me meant being able to move on with my life - let

the past be the past

32 Forgiving the person vAio hurt me meant that I no longer dwelled on what

happened.

33 Although I forgave the person \^^ hurt me, I still don't completely trust

him/her.

34 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant trusting them again.

35 I forgave the person who hurt me to solve the problem.

36 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant I had to give up a certain amount of

power.

37 Forgiving the person who hurt me made me feel powerfiil.

38 Forgiving the person who hurt me made me feel like a weak person.
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Table 1. Statements used in the sort examining the actual domain of forgiveness beliefs.

39 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant that I would not hold a grudge against

him/her.

40 Now that I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I no longer try to avoid

him/her.

4

1

Now that I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I feel good about him/her -

just as good as I felt before s/he hurt me.

42 Now that I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I treat him/her just as well as I

did before s/he hurt me.

43 I forgave the person who hurt me, but I did not make up with him/her.

44 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant that I could act in a civil maimer

toward him/her.

45 Now that I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I will never bring this up

again - 1 have wiped the slate clean.

46 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant telling him/her outright "I forgive you."

47 I was able to forgive the person who hurt me only after s/he admitted that what

s/he did was wrong.

48 I forgave the person who hurt me only when s/he took responsibility for what

s/he did.

49 I was able to forgive the person who hurt me only after s/he apologized to me.

50 I forgave the person who hurt me only when I knew s/he would never do this to

me again.

51 I forgave the person who hurt me even when I knew s/he might hurt me again.

52 I forgave the person who hurt me to show that I was the bigger person.
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Table 1. Statements used in the sort examining the actual domain of forgiveness beliefs.

53 I forgave the person who hurt me because I knew that s/he had not meant to hurt

me.

54 I found it easier to forgive the person who hurt me because we had a close

relationship.

55 I found it harder to forgive the person who hurt me because we had a close

relationship.

56 I forgave the person who hurt me because I knew it would make me feel better.

57 I forgave the person who hurt me to get rid ofmy feelings ofanger and

resentment for what s/he did.

58 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant that I no longer felt anger or

resentment

59 I forgave the person \^o hurt me, but I still have negative feelings about

him/her.

60 I forgave the person who hurt me when I understood what led him/her to do

what s/he did.

6

1

Forgiving the person who hurt me meant, basically, just pretending nothing had

happened.

62 I forgave the person who hurt me because not forgiving him/her would only have

hurt me more.

63 I forgave the person who hurt me because I believe that forgiving makes the

world a better place.

64 I forgave the person who hurt me, because I believe that everything is forgivable

- nothing is unforgivable.

65 I forgave the person who hurt me because s/he has had a tough life.
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Table 1 . Statements used in the sort examining the actual domain of forgiveness beliefs.

66 I forgave^the person who hurt me because I was able to put myself in his/her

shoes.

For the sort in which participants reflected upon their ideal beliefs about forgiveness,

the 66 statements were reworded to reflect how participants would forgive, based on their

own ideals of forgiveness. For example, "Ideally, I would make a conscious choice to

forgive the person who hurts me." Again, the cards indicating the scale of agreement were

worded to reinforce the idea that participants were to be reflecting on their ideals of

foi^veness; (e.g. "-5: Most unlike MY IDEAL of forgiveness.") Statements used in the

ideal domain of forgiveness sort are included in Appendix C.

For the sort examining the ought domain of forgiveness beliefs, cards were phrased

to encourage participants to reflect how they feel they should forgive according to the

messages they receive fix)m others. For example, "I should make a conscious choice to

forgive the person who hurts me." Again, the scale ofagreement cards also reflected this

idea; (e.g., "-5: Most unlike my idea ofhow I am EXPECTED TO FORGIVE BY

OTHERS.") Statements used in the ought domain of forgiveness sorts are included in

Appendix D.

Procedure

Participants met with the researcher in individual sessions lasting approximately two

to three hours, depending on the length of time they required to complete the study. The

sessions began with the participants reading and signing the informed consent form and

discussing any concerns with the researcher. Participants were paid $25 plus the cost of

parking for participation. This honorarium was given at the beginning ofthe session, at

which point the researcher emphasized that there would be no penalty if the participant
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wished to withdraw from the study at any point. Participants were also told that all of their

data were strictly confidential, identified only by an identification number, and that all of the

material containing their name (i.e., consent forms and receipts, etc.) would be stored

separately fix)m their data.

The first task assigned to participants was the completion of the demographic

questionnaire. Participants then completed the questionnaire regarding the hurtful incident

When the participants had completed this questionnaire the process of sorting the

cards began. Participants were told that the activity would deal with their experiences ofand

ideas about forgiveness, and that the purpose of the research was to get an idea ofhow

people think about forgiveness, and that there were no right or wrong answers. They were

told that they would be given a set of 66 cards, on each of which was printed a statement

about forgiveness. They were told that some of the statements would be like their ideas

about forgiveness, some would be unlike their ideas of forgiveness, and some would be

irrelevant to their ideas of forgiveness. Participants were then instructed, "In this first sort I

will ask you to sort the cards in a way that reflects what you actually went through as you

forgave the person who hurt you. I will ask you to think about the situation you have written

about A\^en you are sorting the cards this time."

For the initial phase of the sorting process, participants were asked to sort the cards

into three piles, one containing statements like their experience about forgiveness, one

containing statements unlike their ideas about forgiveness, and one containing statements

irrelevant to their ideas about forgiveness. They were instructed to take time to read and

think about each of the statements. Once this phase ofthe sorting process was completed,

the cards with the scale points fix)m -5 ("Most unlike my experience of forgiveness*') to +5

("Most like my experience of forgiveness") were placed on the table in front of them. On
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each point in the scale, there was written the number of cards that participants should place

in that pile, and participants were told that eventually that is how many cards should be in

that pile, but that they would have a chance to re-sort the cards later ifthey desired. The

number of cards that should be placed in each pile followed a quasi-normal distribution, with

the most cards placed in the middle and the fewest cards placed at the poles. Three cards

were placed at +/-5, 4 cards at +/-4, 5 cards at +/-3, 7 cards at +/-2, 9 cards at +/- 1, and 10

cards at 0. Participants were instructed to begin by sorting the statements ^^ch were in their

"like" pile at the top end of the scale, using the "+ 5" through "+ 2" points. Once finished,

participants were asked to sort the statements in their "unlike" pile using the "- 5" through "-

2" points on the scale. If at any time participants wished to place a card in another point in

the scale (for example ifthey realized they had mistakenly put a card in the like pile when it

was actually unlike their experience of forgiveness and they wished to place it on the

negative emi of the scale) they were welcomed to do so. Finally, the cards fix)m the

"irrelevant" pile were sorted using the "+ 1," "0," and "- 1 " points on the scale.

When all 66 cards had been placed above the scale participants were instructed,

"Now that you have sorted the cards I would like you to move your cards around so that your

piles have the number of cards written on the card below. So, for example, +/- 5 should each

have 3 cards in that pile. I will also ask you to look over the way you have sorted the cards

and make any changes you would like to make. The idea of this part ofthe sorting process is

to arrive at a "picture" that best reflects the way you experienced forgiveness." Participants

were encouraged to follow the distribution that had been indicated, but ifthey felt they were

unable to do so, they were told that was acceptable. None ofthe participants failed to put at

least one card in each of the piles, and most were able to conform to the distribution.

When the participants indicated that they were Ixsppy with the way they had sorted
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the cards, a brief interview about the sort was conducted and tape-recorded (unless the

participant objected to being recorded, in which case the comments were hand-written).

Participants were first asked if there was anything they wished to say about how they sorted

the cards. They were then a^ed ifthere were any ideas that were important to their beliefs

about forgiveness that were not represented on the cards. This was asked as a check to

ensure that our statement set was representative and complete. Ifthey did volunteer an idea

they were asked where they would have sorted that idea on the scale. Finally, if there were

any ideas that looked odd or contradictory to the researcher, the participant was asked to

explain why he or she had sorted the cards in that way.

After this first sort was completed, participants were given the opportunity to take a

break, and were given coupons to a campus coffee shop to get a snack or drink. We

recognized that the process of sorting the cards could be long and taxing, so the researcher

encouraged participants to take a few minutes to rest their minds and get some refireshments.

When the participants indicated they were ready to resume with the session, they

were told about the next two sorts they would be doing, the ideal and ought sorts. One step

that was taken in an effort to increase clarity regarding the difference between the ideal and

ought sorts was that participants were given the instructions for both the ideal and ought

sorts before completing either sort Specifically, they were told, ""We are going to continue

by asking you to sort the cards two more times. Once you will be asked to sort the cards to

reflect how you would have forgiven ifyou had met your own ideals of forgiveness. We

will also ask you to sort the cards to reflect how you think you should have forgiven, or how

you beUeve you are expected to forgive by others, whether that be your church, family, or

just society in general. These two sorts may be quite similar to each other, and to your first

sort, or they might be quite different fix)m each other, or fix>m your first sort hi either case.
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that is fine, there are no right answers, we are just trying to get a picture of your own

personal beliefs about forgiveness." They were then told which ofthe two sorts they would

be completing first and the instructions for that sort were reviewed. The order of the second

and third sorts was counterbalanced so that halfofthe participants were given the ideal sort

to complete second, whereas the other halfcompleted the ought sort second, again to help

reduce any order effects

Participants then went on to complete the next two sorts in the same manner as they

had completed the first one. However, participants were given the choice whether they

wished the researcher to give instructions on each step, or whether they felt comfortable

enough to proceed through the steps on their own, asking questions when needed. Most

participants chose to proceed on their own, but the researcher observed their progress,

offering help or answering questions if needed.

When all three sorts were completed a short interview was conducted. Participants

were asked if there was anything they wished to say about the sorting process or the study in

general. They were also asked if there were any suggestions they wished to make about the

study to help improve fiiture research. They were then thanked for their participation and

given a debriefing form to read. When they had finished reading it, they were asked if there

were any questions about the study.

Data Analyses

The data obtained fix)m the Q-sorts were analysed separately for the three sorts, each

ofwhich reflected a different domain of forgiveness beliefs: actual, ideal, and ought. The

analyses were conducted using "PQMethod" (Schmolk, 2002), a software program

specifically designed for analysing data using Q-methodology. One participant was

excluded fix)m all three sorts as she did not complete one ofthe sorts due to fatigue, and it
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was decided that, because one of the goals ofthe present study was to compare the three

sorts, it would be best to have the same participant sample in each sort.

Principal components analyses with varimax rotation were computed for each of the

Q-sorts (actual, ideal, and ought). When the principal components analysis is carried out,

participants are treated as the variables, and the items that are sorted are treated as the cases.

When particular individuals' points of view are similar to each other, or "hang together", the

perspective of this gjmup comprises a factor, and individuals \^o have high loadings on this

factor are said to define it Defining individuals load highly on only one factor; therefore

any individuals who are not seen to load highly on any one particular factor do not define

any one factor.

When the principal components analysis is carried out, and the factors are rotated,

each fector represents a composite of the Q-sorts done by the participants defining that

factor. Factor scores, which are weighted z-scores for every statement in the Q-sample are

calculated for this composite (McKeown& Thomas, 1988). Each statement in the Q-sample

is listed by its factor score, from highest to lowest The items ranked highest on these factor

scores are those with the highest level ofagreement, as ranked by participants (i.e., +5);

therefore this ranking allows us to convert the scores ofthe items back to the scale on which

the statements were sorted (in this case, +5, +4, +3, +2, +1, 0, -1, -2, -3, -4, -5), using the

distribution followed by participants (for example, placing 3 cards at +/-5, 4 cards at +/- 4,

etc.). Thus each "perspective", or factor, is represented by a composite, which is used for

interpretation ofthe perspective.
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Results

Demographic Information

The sample of 31 individuals included 10 men (32.26%) and 21 women (67.74%),

one ofwhom was excluded firom the analyses of the sorts due to the £ailure to complete all

three sorts. Ages ranged from 25 to 78 (M = 40.03, SD = 18.51), with 3 participants £uling

to state their age. Occupations varied widely, including, "office cleaner," "pastor,"

"beekeeper," "librarian," "support counselor," "jwofessor," "casino dealer^' and, "probation

officer." Several ofthe participants were currently unemployed (n = 3, 9.68%), retired (n =

4, 12.90%), or students (n = 8, 25.81%). Marital status was as follows: 48.39% married (n =

15), 32.26% single (n = 10), 16.13% divorced/separated (n = 5), and 3.26% widowed (n =

1).

Education ranged from some high school to Ph.D. Because of the open-ended format

ofthe question, it was often difficult to tell ifthe level of education mentioned had been

completed (for example, ifa degree had been awarded or not); 10 participants (32.3 %)

listed their education level as high school, 3 participants (9.7 %) had some college

education, 8 participants (25.8%) had some undergraduate level university education, and 7

participants (22.6 %) had some graduate level education or at least one graduate degree.

Three participants (9.7 %) gave answers that were unclassifrable (e.g., "degree in progress",

it was not clear to what type of degree the participant was referring).

Approximately one-third ofparticipants described their religious background as

Protestant (n = 1 1, 35.48%); 25.81% (n = 8) said their background was "no religious

affiliation"; and 16.13% (n = 5) listed Catholic as their religious background. Ofthe

45
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remaining seven participants, who listed their religious background as "other", 16.13% (n =

5) described themselves as Christian, while one individual listed "Brethren in Christ," and

another listed "Pentecostal" as their religious background. With regard to how often they

attended religious services, 15 participants (48.39%) said "never"; 2 (6.45%) said "once a

year"; 3 (9.68%) said "a few times a year"; 1 (3.23%) said "once a month"; 1 (3.23%) said

"a few times a month"; 5 (16.13%) said "once a week"; 2 (6.45%) said "a few times a

week"; and, 2 (6.45%) said "pretty well every day". When asked, "how important are prayer

or spiritual practice to you in your daily life," 19 participants (61 .29%) responded "very

unportant"; 3 (9.68%) responded "important"; said "somewhat important"; 6 (19.35%)

said "slightiy important"; and 6 (9.68%) answered "not important"

Actual Experiences ofForgiveness

One of the goals of the present study was an examination of similarities and

differences in lay-persons' perspectives on their experiences of forgiveness. Q-sorts

focusing on this aspect of forgiveness were examined to provide some insight into these

perspectives. Principal components analyses with varimax rotation were computed with two

through seven factors. Upon examination ofthese analyses it was apparent that the three-

and four-factor solutions looked the most promising due to a reasonably high proportion of

variance accounted for by each, as well as a significant number of defining individuals in

each factor in both of the solutions. While Factor I seemed very similar in each ofthese

solutions, the other two factors in the three factor solution appeared to represent

comprehensible and discernible points of view, while the other three factors in the four

factor solution seemed less clearly defined Therefore, the 3 £actor solution was determined
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to be the most meaningful solution. This solution accounted for 45% of the total variance.

The correlations between factors were quite low in this solution, as shown in Table 2.

Summary statistics for the three factor solution are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Sunmiary Statistics for the Three Factor Solution for the Actual Q-Sorts.

Factor I Factor U Factor ffl

Number of definers

Explained variance

Factor correlations

Factor n

Factor ffl

Composite Reliabilities

13

18

.17

.18

.98

8

13

24

.97

14

.97

The loadings ofeach participant on the three factors are listed in Table 3. Participant

048 did not load purely on any factor. Participants 006 and 078 did not reach the cut-offof

.40 to load on Factor 1, but because these individuals did not load highly on any other factor,

they were considered to be definers of this factor. The cut-offof .40 was chosen because of

the relatively small size ofthe q-sample (n = 66).
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Table 3. Rotated Factor Loadings obtained from Principal Components Analysis of the

Actual Domain of Forgiveness Q-Sorts.

Participant

ID
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Table 3 (continued). Rotated Factor Loadings obtained from Principal Components

Analysis of the Actual Domain ofForgiveness Q-Sorts.
__ . __

084 .02

087 .18

093 37
' -'

•
-

"
,

'.-" '.

048 -.34

Note: Loadings shown in bold text were significant at p < .05.

Factor I: Conflicted Forgiveness. The first factor represented the perspective shared

by the largest group of participants, with 14 people defining this factor. Table 4 lists the

statements characterizing this factor, with the statements distinguishing this factor indicated

by asterisk(s). The table shows the items for which there was agreement (+5, +4, +3), or

disagreement (-5, -4, -3). A description of the factor follows the table.

-.29
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Table 4. Statements Characterizing Factor I: Conflicted Forgiveness.

Score Item# Statement

5 59** I forgave the person who hurt me, but I still have negative feelings

about him/her.

5 27* Even though I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I have not

forgotten what happened.

5 33 * * Although I forgave the person who hurt me, I still don't completely

trust him/her.

4 11 made a conscious choice to forgive the person who hurt me.

4 62* I forgave the person who hurt me because not forgiving him/her would

only have hurt me more.

4 31 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant being able to move on with

my life - let the past be the past

It took me a long time to forgive the person who hurt me.

I forgave the person who hurt me but I did not make up with him/her.

I forgave the person m^o hurt me to get rid ofmy feelings ofanger and

resentment for ^at s/he did.

3 44* * Forgiving the person who hurt me meant that I could act in a civil

manner toward him/her.

3 55** I found it harder to forgive the person who hurt me because we had a

close relationship.

4
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Table 4 (continued). Statements Characterizing Factor I: Conflicted Forgiveness.

3 20** I forgave the person who hurt me even though I don't think justice was

done.

-3 29 Before I could forgive, I had to talk with the person who hurt me about

what s/he did.

-3 19 I forgave the person who hurt me, but only after I saw that s/he had

been punished for what s/he had done.

-3 58** Forgiving the person who hurt me meant that I no longer felt anger or

resentment.

-3 24 I forgave the person who hurt me because "I had it coming to me."

-3 26 Forgiving the person who hurt me meantjust forgetting what

happened.

-4 14 I was able to forgive the person who hurt me very quickly.

-4 49 I was able to forgive the person who hurt me only after s/he apologized

tome.

-4 48 I forgave the person who hurt me only when s/he took responsibility

for what s/he did.

-4 47* * I was able to forgive the person v^o hurt me only after s/he admitted

that what s/he did was wrong.

-5 53* * I forgave the person who hurt me because I knew that s/he had not

meant to hurt me.
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Table 4 (continued). Statements Characterizing Factor I: Conflicted Forgiveness.

-5 4 1 * * Now that I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I feel good about

him/her - just as good as I felt before s/he hurt me.

-5 34* * Forgiving the person who hurt me meant trusting them again.

*/?<.05, **/?<.01

It is important to note that the following descriptions ofthe perspectives represented

by each factor are interpretations of the rankings ofthe statements found in the composite

sorts for each factor. These interpretations, though based on evidence, are subjective and it

is possible that the factors may be interpreted in other ways than those presented here.

The first factor ofthe actual domain seemed to represent a perspective on forgiveness

that may be described as conflicted, hidividuals defining this perspective indicated that they

have not fully resolved all negative feelings about their offender, and it seemed that there

may still have been repercussions ofthe offense on their relationship with the offender. In

this factor, there was strong agreement with statements that indicated there may still have

been negative feelings (59^), and that they had not forgotten what happened (27), and

disagreement with statements that indicated that negative feelings had been completely

resolved (58), that they had just foi^otten what happened (26), and that they felt just as good

about offender as before (41). Clearly, even after they had forgiven, trust ofthe offender

was still an issue for these individuals, as shown by the highest level of agreement with the

2. Values in parentheses are statement numbers. When the item is not included in the table,

the score follows the statement number.



'i-.

''<^J<'"l <i

;'is i!>rM

; ', -1 :'rA

U: .'j;/n

, \h.

i, -, i' ii..' ;y '<:



53

statement, "Although I forgave the person who hurt me, I still don't completely trust

him/her**(33), and the strongest level ofdisagreement with the statement, "Forgiving the

person who hurt me meant trusting them again'' (34). The type of forgiveness characterized

by this factor does not seem to include reconciliation, as indicated by agreement the

statement, "I forgave the person who hurt me, but I did not make up with him/her" (43) and

disagreement with statements referring to feeling as good about the offender as before the

offense (41), and treating the offender as well as before the offense (42, -2), although there

was some indication that a level of civility may have been restored (44).

Perhaps one of the reasons for the remaining negative feelings toward the offender

was a lack of remorsefiil actions fix>m the offender. There was disagreement with items

indicating that they only forgave after the offender took responsibility (48), 2qx)logized (49),

and admitted vfhat he/she did was wrong (47). The disagreement with these items may

indicate that the offender did not show any remorse for their actions, and therefore the

forgiver went ahead and engaged in the forgiveness process without any ofthe actions fix)m

the offender that would have made it easier to forgive. This idea was supported, to some

extent, by agreement with the items indicating that they made a conscious choice to forgive

their offenders (1) and that they had to talk with the person who hurt them about what s/he

did (29).

It seemed that for the individuals defining this factor, forgiveness was a lengthy and

difficult process, as mdicated by the high levels ofagreement with relevant statements (15,

55) and strong disagreement with item 14, "I was able to forgive the person who hurt me

very quickly". For these individuals, the motivation for forgiving seemed to be the release
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of negative emotions, as indicated by agreement with statements saying "I forgave the person

who hurt me to get rid of anger and resentment for what s/he did to me" (57); and "Forgiving

the person who hurt me meant moving on with my life - let the past be the pasf" (3 1),

although this release may not be complete, as indicated by the high level ofagreement with

the item indicating that they still have negative feelings for their offender (59). There was

also some indication that they wished to prevent themselves any future harm, as shown in

the agreement with the statement, "'I forgave the person who hurt me because not foi^ving

them would only have hurt me more" (62).

For the individuals defining this factor, religious and/or moral motivations did not

appear to be important to their decision to forgive, as evidenced by the low level of

agreement with statements about gratitude for God's love (7, +1), foi^ving "because God

has forgiven me" (5, +1), forgiveness being the morally right thing to do (9, rated at +1); as

well as an irrelevant rating (0) for item 8, stating that "God loves the offender", and some

disagreement with a statement indicating "if I don't forgive, God won't forgive me"(6, -1).

The motivation for this type of forgiveness also did not appear to be prosocial as

items about forgiving out ofcompassion (4) and out of love (3) were irrelevant (rated as 0),

and the idea ofgivmg the offender a second chance (item 13) was rated at the level of slight

disagreement (-1). Participants defining this factor also indicated that they did not feel the

need to conmiunicate with the offender (29), periiaps indicating that the motivation for

forgiving was intrapersonal rather than prosocial. It seemed logical that these individuals

would not be forgiving for prosocial reasons, considering that they had indicated that there

were still negative feelings toward their offender.
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These individuals forgave despite indicating that they believe that the hurt was

intentional (53), and that they do not feel that they deserved to be hurt by their offender (24).

As well, they forgave despite the fact that the offender was not punished (19) and that they

felt that justice was not done (20). Clearly there were obstacles to forgiveness that these

individuals needed to overcome psychologically before it could occur, perhaps explaining

why negative feelings toward their offender still lingered.

Factor II: Compassionate Forgiveness. This factor was defined by eight individuals.

It appears that these individuals were highly focussed on empathy and concern for the

offender as well as reparation ofthe relationship with the offender. A more detailed

description follows Table 5, which lists the statements characterizing this factor as well as

those distinguishing this factor from others.
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Table 5. Statements Characterizing Factor Q: Compassionate Forgiveness.

Score Item # Statement

5 3 1 forgave the person who hurt me out of love for him/her.

5 28** Forgiving the person who hurt me meant seeing the whole person for

what s/he is, not just the hurtful thing s/he did to me.

5 60* * I foi^ve the person who hurt me when I imderstood what led him/her

to do what s/he did.

4 27* Even though I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I have not

forgotten what happened.

4 53** I forgave the person who hurt me because I knew that s/he had not

meant to hurt me.

4 31 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant being able to move on with

my life - let the past be the past.

4 17** Forgiving the person who hurt me meant accepting their flaws.

3 29** Before I could forgive, I had to talk with the person who hurt me about

what s/he did.

3 65* * I forgave the person who hurt me because s/he has had a tough life.

3 25** I forgave the person who hurt me because we're all human - we all

make mistakes.

3 12** Forgiving the person who hurt me helped him/her to get past the

situation and move on.

3 4*1 forgave the person >\1io hurt me out ofcompassion for him/her.
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Table 5 (continued). Statements Characterizing Factor H: Compassionate Forgiveness.

-3 64** I forgave the person who hurt me, because I believe that everything is

forgivable - nothing is unforgivable.

-3 22* Forgiving the person who hurt me meant letting him/her offthe hook.

-3 19 I forgave the person who hurt me, but only after I saw that s/he had

been punished for what s/he had done.

-3 7* * I forgave the person who hurt me out of gratitude for God's love for

me.

-3 6* *
I had to forgive the person who hurt me because if I did not, God

would not forgive me my sins.

-4 50 I forgave the person who hurt me only when I knew s/he would never

do this to me again.

-4 1 8* * Even though I forgave the person who hurt me, this person deserved to

be punished.

I forgave the person who hurt me to show that I was the bigger person.

Forgiving the person who hurt me made me feel powerftil.

I forgave the person who hurt me, but I did not make up with him/her.

Forgiving the person who hurt me meant, basically, just pretending

nothing had happened.

-5 24* * I forgave the person v^o hurt me because "I had it coming to me."

*/?<.05, **/?<.01.
~

-4
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In this perspective, it appeared that there was a strong concern for repairing the

relationship with the offender as well as understanding what led to the offense. Empathy

was reflected in the high level ofagreement with the items addressing understanding what

led to the offense (60), the need for talking with the offender before forgiving him or her

(29), forgiving because the offender had had a tough life (65), as well as some agreement

with being able to put oneself in the offender's shoes as important to forgiving (66, +1).

There was strong agreement with items showing concern and compassion for the offender as

a person, as shown in the high level ofagreement with item 28, stating forgiveness meant

"seeing the whole person for what s/he is, not just the hurtful thing s/he did to me," as well

the items stating that they forgave out of love for the offender (3), acceptance ofthe

offender's flaws (17), and out ofcompassion for the offender (4). In this perspective on

forgiveness, there was an emphasis on humanity, exemplified by strong agreement with

items about seeing the whole person not just the offense (28) and foi^ving because "we're

all human" and "all make mistakes" (25). There was a strong level ofdisagreement with the

item indicating that forgiving meant just pretending that nothing had happened (61).

Reconciling relationships or reconnecting with offenders appeared to be the

motivation for this forgiveness, as mdicated in agreement with the following statements:

"Before I could forgive, I had to talk with the person who hurt me about what s/he did."

(29); "Forgiving the person who hurt me helped him/her to get past the situation and move

on." (12); "Now that I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I treat him/herjust as well as I

did before s/he hurt me." (42, +2). This motivation was also shown in the strong

disagreement with the statement indicating that they forgave but did not make up with the
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person (43), as well as the mcKierate level of agreement with the statement, "I had to let the

person who hurt me know how I felt about what s/he did before I could forgive him/her."

(30, +2). There was some indication that forgiveness may also have been carried out for the

forgiver's own well being, as there was agreement with the item stating that forgiving

enabled them to move on with their life (31), although this did not appear to be as important

as other motivations. The relatively weak strength of this motivation was evidenced by the

fact that items about no longer dwelling on the event (32) as well as forgiving the offender

"because I knew it would make me feel better" (56) were sorted as irrelevant

Apparently religion is not a strong influence on these individuals' forgiveness

process, as there was strong disagreement with two ofthe items dealing with religious

concepts (6, 7), and some disagreement with the others (5, -2; 8, -2). Feelings of self-

righteousness also do not appear to be an important motivator of forgiveness, as there was

strong disagreement with items indicating that they forgave to feel powerM (37) or to be the

bigger person (52).

There seems to be some indication that for these individuals, forgiveness and

reconciliation are not dependent on the actions ofthe offender, as the statement indicating

that forgiveness would only take place when the offender took responsibility (48) was sorted

as irrelevant (0), and there was weak disagreement with the item indicating a need for

apology (49, -1). Forgiveness may not have completely restored the relationship, as there

was weak agreement with an item indicating they still may not completely trust their

offender (33, +2).

One interesting aspect of this perspective on forgiveness was that there was strong
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disagreement with the item indicating that the o£fender should still be punished (18) but also

disagreement that forgiveness let the offender "offthe hook"(22), which seemed somewhat

contradictory, so it is unclear where these individuals stood in terms of repercussions for the

offender. Perhaps this contradiction in these individuals' feeUngs regarding punishment was

related to the fact that the hurt was seen as unintentional on the part of the offender (53),

although there was also acknowledgment that the hurt was undeserved (24). There was

some recognition on the part ofthese individuals that they may be leaving themselves open

to being hurt by this person again in the fiiture (50). These individuals also stated that

although they have forgiven, they have not forgotten what happened (27). Taken together,

these items may indicate that these people had a positive, yet realistic, outlook on

forgiveness, and on the fiiture of their relationship with the offender.

Factor III: Forgiveness Motivated by Religious Beliefs. In this factor, v^ch was

defmed by 8 individuals, religious or moral tenets seemed to be the motivation for

forgiveness. A more detailed description follows Table 6, \^ch lists statements

characterizing this fector as weU as statements distmguishing this fector from others.
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Table 6. Statements Characterizing Factor HI: Forgiveness Motivated by Religious Beliefs.

Score Item # Statement

5 6** I had to forgive the person who hurt me because if I did not, God

would not forgive me my sins.

5 8* *
I forgave the person who hurt me because I know God loves him/her.

5 64* * I forgave the person who hurt me, because I believe that everything is

forgivable - nothing is imforgivable.

4 11 made a conscious choice to forgive the person who hurt me.

4 5** Just as God has forgiven me, I forgave the person who hurt me - not

out of duty, but in humility.

4 3 1 forgave the person who hurt me out of love for him/her.

4 10** I forgave the person >^K> hurt me because I was taught to forgive.

3 63 * * I forgave the person who hurt me because I believe that forgiving

makes the world a better place.

3 7* *
I foi^ve the person who hurt me out of gratitude for God's love for

me.

3 62 I forgave the person who hurt me because not forgiving him/her would

only have hurt me more.

3 9** I forgave the person who hurt me because forgiving is the morally

right thing to do.

3 39 Forgiving the person who hurt me meant that I would not hold a

grudge against him/her.
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*/?<.05, **/?<.01.

., t\- .. . "v>, •
,

. In this factor, there was a strong emphasis on God and religion as motivation for

forgiving, as shown by the strong agreement with item 5, "Just as God has forgiven me, I

forgave the person who hurt me - not out of duty, but in humility"; item 6, "I had to forgive

the person who hurt me because if I did not, God would not forgive me my sins"; item 7 , "I

forgave the person who hurt me out of gratitude for God's love for me"; and item 8, "I

forgave the person who hurt me because I know God loves him/her." As well as the

emphasis on religion in these people's ideas about forgiveness as it has actually occurred,

there is also a focus on morality, with high levels of agreement with the item "I forgave the

person who hurt me because forgiving is the morally right thing to do" (9). There was also

agreement with some items that seemed to indicate a philosophical orientation toward

forgiving: "I forgave the person who hurt me, because I believe that everything is forgivable

- nothing is unforgivable," (64) and "I forgave the person who hurt me because I believe that

forgiving makes the world a better place" (63). Taken together, these items seemed to

indicate that the individuals defining this factor had a personal belief system that oriented

them toward forgiveness. This beliefsystem may be something that was taught to

participants (10). However, these individuals felt that the decision to forgive was still their

own choice (1).

• This type of forgiveness may be somewhat prosocial in nature, as there was strong

agreement with the item stating that they forgave out of love for their offender (3), as well as

some agreement that they would not hold a grudge against their offender (39). This was also



't -;.^i '^^:.:mt

ty\ i'^'/

\

•;



64

shown by the strong level ofdisagreement with the item stating that they would not make up

with their offender (43), and disagreement with the statement that they had negative feelings

toward the offender (59). These individuals acknowledged that there was some sort of

process involved in forgiving, as there was strong disagreement with the item indicating that

forgiving meant just pretending nothing had happened (61). There was some indication that

personal well-being may have motivated forgiveness as well, as there was agreement with

the item stating that not forgiving would only have hurt them more (62).

Empathy may not have played a large role in this type of forgiveness as participants

indicated that they did not need to understand what led the offender to do what s/he did in

order to forgive (60), and that they did not forgive because the offender had a good reason

for doing what s/he did (23).

It seemed that participants defining this factor held the beliefthat forgiveness should

not be about gaining a position of advantage over the offender, or, alternatively, losing such

a position. This was shown by the disagreement with the items indicating that forgiveness

made them feel like a weak person (38), or that they forgave to be the bigger person (52).

As well, there were strong levels of disagreement with statements that forgiveness meant

giving up power (36) or made them feel powerfiil (37).

This type of forgiveness did not appear to be conditional as there was disagreement

with items indicating that for forgiveness to take place the offender must take responsibility

for what happened (48), apologize (49), or be punished (19).

Ideal Domain ofForgiveness Beliefs

Six possible solutions were considered, as analyses were computed with two through
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seven factors using principal components analyses with varimax rotation. These six analyses

were examined and it was decided that the three factor solution was the best solution for a

number ofreasons. A fourth £Eictor was defined by only one individual, and it was decided

that this fourth factor did not contribute enough information to the solution. The two factor

solution did not account for much variance; approximately 37% of the variance was

accounted for in this solution, as compared to 47% accounted for by the three factor

solution. And although it was recognized that there was some support for a one-factor

solution in that it seemed that there could be a common underlying factor defining all

perspectives, this factor accounted for a very small proportion ofthe variance as well; less

than 20% ofthe variance was accounted for in the one factor solution. The three fector

solution was decided upon despite concerns that the correlations between some of the factors

were high, because ofthe reasons listed above, as well as the fact that these factors seemed

to describe three unique and meaningfiil perspectives on forgiveness. Summary statistics for

the three factor solution are presented in Table 7.

Table 7. Summary Statistics for the Three Factor Solution for the Q-Sorts Examining the

Ideal Domain of Forgiveness Belie&
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Table 8 shows the factor loadings for each participant on each of the three factors for

this Q-sort The loadings printed in bold text indicate that the participant defines that factor.

Seven participants (12, 48, 60, 63, 66, 87, and 90) did not load purely on any factor.

Table 8. Rotated Factor Loadings Obtained fix)m Principal Components Analysis ofthe Ideal

Domain of Forgiveness Q-Sorts.

Participant

ID





67

Table 8 (continued). Rotated Factor Loadings Obtained from Principal Components

Analysis ofthe Ideal Domain of Forgiveness Q-Sorts.

72
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Table 9. Statements characterizing Factor I: Forgiveness as a Release of Negative Emotions

Score Item # Statement

5 1 ** Ideally, I would make a conscious choice to forgive the person who

hurt me.

5 20 Ideally, I would I forgive the person who hurt me even though I don't

think justice was done.

5 58* Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean that I would no

longer feel anger or resentment

4 39* Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean that I would not

hold a grudge against him/her.

4 56** Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me because I know it

would make me feel better.

4 31 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean being able to

move on with my life - let the past be the past

4 63** Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me because I believe that

forgiving makes the world a better place.

3 44 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean that I could act

in a civil manner toward him/her.

3 28 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean seeing the

vfholQ person for v/hat s/he is, not just the offense.
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Table 9 (continued). Statements characterizing Factor I: Forgiveness as a Release of

Negative Emotions.

3 32 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean that I would no

longer dwell on what h^pened.

3 25 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me because we're all

human - we all make mistakes.

3 5 Ideally, just as God has foi^ven me, I would forgive the person who

hurt me - not out of duty, but in humility.

-3 50 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me only when I knew s/he

would never do this to me again.

-3 11 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me because it is my duty

to forgive.

-3 22 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean letting him/her

offthe hook.

-3 38 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would make me feel like a

weak person.

-3 59 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me, but I would still have

negative feelings about him/her.

-4 47** Ideally, I would be able to forgive the person who hurt me only after

s/he admitted that what s/he did was wrong.

-4 18 Ideally, even though I would forgive the person who hurt me, this

person would deserve to be punished.
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Table 9 (continued). Statements characterizing Factor I: Forgiveness as a Release of

Negative Emotions.

-4 48** Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me only when s/he took

responsibility for what s/he did.

-5 15 Ideally, it would take me a long time to forgive the person who hurt

mc.

-5 49* Ideally, I would be able to forgive the person >^o hurt me only a^r

s/he apologized to me.

-5 19* Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me, but only after I saw

that s/he had been punished for what s/he had done.

*/?<.05, **/?<.01

In this perspective on forgiveness it appears that, ideally, forgiveness acts as a release

for the forgiver. The individuals who defined this type of forgiveness strongly agreed with

statements indicating that they would no longer feel anger or resentment (58) or hold a

grudge against their offender (39), as well as one indicating that they would forgive to feel

better (56). These participants also strongly agreed with items stating forgiveness meant that

they would no longer dwell on the incident (32), and that forgiving would allow them to

move on with their lives and let the past be the past (31). As well, there was strong

disagreement with a statement that ideally they would still have negative feelings about the

offender after forgiving them (59). Taken together, the sorting ofthese statements indicated

that, for these individuals, ideal forgiveness would help them release their negative feelings
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and move on from the psychological upset brought about by a hurtfril offense.

For these individuals, ideally, forgiving was a primarily intrapersonal process that did

not appear to involve interaction with their offenders. There was strong disagreement with

the item indicating that they would have to let the offender know how they felt before

forgiving (30), as well as some disagreement with the item indicating that they would have

to talk with their offender before forgiving (29, -2). Although the individuals defining this

factor agreed with items indicating that they would not hold a grudge against their offender,

and would act civilly toward them (44), this reconciliation may be siq^erficial rather than

genuinely healing the relationship or returning it to the state it was before the hurtful offense

occurred. This was evidenced in the irrelevant ratings for the items indicating that forgiving

wouldmean trusting their offender again (34, -1), and would mean giving their offender a

second chance (13, 0). Therefore, it appeared that these individuals would be prepared to

have a level of civility restored without completely reconciling the relationship.

Similarly, it did not ^pear that this type of forgiveness was conditional upon the

actions ofthe offender. There was strong disagreement with items indicating that they

would only forgive after the offender had apologized (49), or taken responsibility (48) for

what he or she had done, and strong disagreement for a statement indicating that forgiveness

would only occur after the offender admitted what he or she did was wrong (47). These

items seem to indicate that in this perspective, forgiveness ideally would be a primarily

intrapersonal process, which does not depend on the offender showing remorse or making

amends.

There was some evidence ofa personal belief system that orients the individuals
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defining this factor toward forgiveness. These individuals stated that forgiveness was a

conscious choice (1) and not a duty (11). The idea that forgiveness is choice, and not a duty,

was also conveyed in the agreement with the item indicating that they would forgive their

offender just as God has forgiven them, not out of duty but in humility (5). For these

individuals, forgiveness would h^pen quickly; they stated that it would not take a long time

(15). As well, these individuals agreed with statements indicating that forgiveness makes

the world a better place (63), and that they would forgive because "we're all human" and

''we all make mistakes" (25). This motivation ofcompassion toward a fellow human being is

also echoed in the agreement with the statement that forgiving would mean seeing the

offender as a whole person, not just the offense (28). There was disagreement by these

individuals on the statement indicating that forgiveness would make them feel like a weak

person (38).

These individuals indicate that they would forgive even if they did not think justice

was done (20), and that they believe forgiveness would not be contingent on punishment

(20). They did not believe that the offender deserved to be punished (18). However, they

also did not believe that forgiving lets the offender off the hook (22). Perhaps this feeling of

the offender not being completely off the hook is related to the fact that they disagree with

the idea that the offender would not hurt them again (50).

Overall, this type of ideal forgiveness appears to be a somewhat personal process

which would be carried out by the injured party with minimal or no interaction with the

offender. The individuals defining this factor appear to be more focused on an outcome that

involves the healing ofthe psychological and emotional wounds caused by the hurt than
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reconciliation with their offender.

Factor II: Compassionate Forgiveness. This &ctor was defined by 7 individuals.

The central focus of this type of ideal forgiveness is a reinstatement of positive feelings and

actions toward the offender. A more detailed description of this factor follows Table 10,

which lists the statements that characterize Factor n, as well as those that distinguish it fix)m

other factors.

Table 10. Statements Characterizing Factor II: Compassionate Forgiveness.

Score Item # Statement

5 32 Ideally, forgiving the person \\iio hurt me would mean that I would no

longer dwell on what happened.

5 3 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me out of love for

him/her.

5 4 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me out ofcompassion for

him/her.

4 60** Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me when I imderstood

what led him/her to do vAisd s/he did

4 42** Ideally, once I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I would treat

him/her just as well as I did before s/he hurt me.

4 30* * Ideally, I would have to let the person who hurt me know how I felt

about what s/he did before I could forgive him/her.
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Table 10 (continued). Statements Characterizing Factor H: Compassionate Forgiveness.

4 31 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean being able to

move on with my life - let the past be the past.

4 53 * Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me because I knew that

s/he had not meant to hurt me.

3 25 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me because we're all

human - we all make mistakes.

3 45* Ideally, once that I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I would

never bring this up again - 1 would have wiped the slate clean.

3 48** Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me only when s/he took

responsibility for what s/he did.

-3 18 Ideally, even though I would forgive the person who hurt me, this

person would deserve to be punished.

-3 9** Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me because forgiving is

the morally right thing to do.

-3 61 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean, basically, just

pretending nothing had happened.

-3 19 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me, but only after I saw

that s/he had been punished for what s/he had done.

-3 22 Ideally, forgiving the person \^o hurt me would mean letting him/her

off the hook.
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Table 10 (continued). Statements characterizing Factor II: Compassionate Forgiveness.

-4 38 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would make me feel like a

weak person.

-4 5** Ideally, just as God has forgiven me, I would forgive the person who

hurt me - not out of duty, but in humility.

-4 8""* Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me because I know God

loves him/her.

-4 43 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me, but I would not make

up with him/her.

-5 7** Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me out of gratitude for

God's love for me.

-5 6* * Ideally, I would have to forgive the person who hurt me because if I

did not, God would not forgive me my sins.

-5 59 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me, but I would still have

negative feelings about him/her.

*/?<.05, **;?<.01

This perspective on forgiveness was motivated by the participants' feelings for their

offenders. This motivation was evidenced by strong agreement with items indicating that

they would forgive out of love (3) and compassion (4) for the offender. The focus on

reconciliation was shown in the strong agreement with the item indicating that they would
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treat the o£fender just was well as they did before the o£fense (42), and agreement with the

item that they would wipe the slate clean (45). Items indicating that they would forgive when

they imderstood what led to the offense (60), that they would need to let their offenders

know how they felt about what the offenders did before forgiving (30), and that they would

forgive only when the offender took responsibility for what he or she did (48) may be seen as

a sign that they would be willing to, and periiaps need to, communicate with the offender,

and, in return, receive some sign of acknowledgment fix)m the offender. As well, there was

strong disagreement with the item indicating that they would forgive but would not make up

with the offender (43), so reconciliation seemed to be an integral part ofthe forgiveness

process. This willingness to reconcile may have been related to the fact that these

individuals see their offender's actions as unintentional (53). These individuals disagreed

with the item stating that forgiveness would mean pretending nothing h^pened (61), so they

did acknowledge the hurt and the forgiveness process that would follow. As well, they

indicated that forgiveness would ideally not make them feel like a weak person (38).

Another part of this forgiveness that speared to be important was the resolution of

negative feelings, as evidenced by agreement with items indicating that they would no longer

dwell on the offense (32), and that they would move on and let the past be the past (31), and

by disagreement with the item indicating that they would still have negative feelings for the

offender after forgiving (59). This may indicate that ideal forgiveness would be a self-

healing process for these individuals, as well as a reconciliatoiy process. However, the

resolution of negative feelings toward the offender and about the event would also be

necessary for restoring the relationship with the offender, so these items may indicate the
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genuine nature of the reconciliation that occurs in this ideal type of forgiveness.

Religious beliefs are not important to the forgiveness process for these individuals, as

is shown by the strong levels of disagreement with all of the items relating to religious

motivations for forgiveness (5, 6, 7» 8). Instead, the motivation seems to be a feeling of

fellowship with other people, as there is some agreement for the item indicating that they

would forgive because "^ve are all human", and ^'all make mistakes" (25). This seems to be

congruent with the prosocial nature of this type of forgiveness. In this type of forgiveness,

there is apparently not a strong need for the offender to be punished as there was

disagreement with items indicating that the offender would deserve to punished (18), and

that they would forgive only after they saw their offender had been punished (19). However,

they also state disagree that forgiving meant letting the offender off the hook (22).

Factor III: Forgiveness Motivated by Religious Beliefs. In this perspective on ideal

forgiveness, religious motivations appear to be an important influence on the forgiveness

process, which is closely related to reconciliation with the offender. Table 1 1 lists

statements characterizing this factor as well as those distinguishing it from other factors. A

more detailed description follows the table.
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Table 11. Statements characterizing Factor HI: Forgiveness Motivated by Religious Beliefs.

Score Item # Statement

5 8** Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me because I know God

loves him/her.

5 7** Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me out of gratitude for

God's love for me.

5 3 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me out of love for

him/her.

4 6** Ideally, I would have to forgive the person who hurt me because if I

did not, God would not forgive me my sins.

4 64** Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me, because I believe that

everything is forgivable - nothing is unforgivable.

4 1 Ideally, I would make a conscious choice to forgive the person who

hurt me.

4 4 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me out ofcompassion for

him/her.

3 5
*

Ideally, just as God has forgiven me, I would forgive the person who

hurt me - not out of duly, but in humility.

3 32 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean that I no longer

dwelled on what h^pened.

3 39 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean that I would not

hold a grudge against him/her.



' - ; . '
- ']



79

Table 1 1 (continued). Statements characterizing Factor IE: Forgiveness Motivated by

Religious Beliefs.

3 31 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean being able to

move on with my life - let the past be the past.

3 46* Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean telling him/her

outright "I forgive you."

-3 66* * Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me because I was able to

put myself in his/her shoes.

-3 22 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean letting him/her

off the hook.

-3 52 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me to show that I was the

bigger person.

-3 59 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me, but I would still have

negative feelings about him/her.

-3 43 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me, but I would not make

iqj with him/her.

-4 19 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurt me, but only after I saw

that s/he had been punished for what s/he had done.

-4 27** Ideally, even though I would forgive the person who hurt me, I would

not forget what happened

-4 18 Ideally, even though I would forgive the person who hurt me, this

person would deserve to be punished.
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Table 1 1 (continued). Statements characterizing Factor HI: Forgiveness Motivated by

Religious Beliefs.

-4 38 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would make me feel like a

weak person.

-5 37 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would make me feel

powerfiil.

-5 15 Ideally, it would take me a long time to forgive the person who hurt

me.

-5 6 1 * * Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me would mean, basically, just

pretending nothing had h^pened.

*/?<.05, **/?<.01

The main element of this perspective on forgiveness as it would ideally be was

religious beliefe as a motivating factor for forgiving. There was strong agreement with all

four ofthe items describing religious beliefe as motivators for forgiving: "I would forgive

the person who hurt me because I know God loves him/her" (8); "I would forgive the person

who hurt me out of gratitude for God's love for me" (7); "I would have to forgive the person

who hurt me because if I did not, God would not forgive me my sins" (6); and "Just as God

has forgiven me, I would forgive the person who hurt me - not out of duty, but in humility"

(5). Compassion (4) and love for the offender (3) also motivated this type of forgiveness.

These individuals indicated that they would forgive because they beUeve that everything is

forgivable, nothing is unforgivable (64). They also stated that forgiveness ideally would be a
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conscious choice (1), and strongly disagreed with the notion that forgiving would take a long

time (15).

The second element of this perspective was the idea ofmoving past the event, both

for the forgiver and the offender. This was reflected in agreement with statements indicating

that forgiveness would mean putting the past in the past (31), no longer dwelling on the

event (32), and no longer holding a grudge against the offender (39). The idea was also

shown by disagreement with statements indicating they would still have negative feelings

toward the offender (59), that they would not forget the event (27), and that they would not

make up with the person who hurt them (43). They also disagreed with items stating that

they would only forgive when they saw that the offender had been punished (19), and that

even after forgiving they would still feel the offender deserved to be punished (18); however

they also disagreed with the statement indicating that forgiving would mean letting the

offender off the hook (22). Taken together, the disagreement with these statements appeared

to indicate that, in some ways, their relationship with the offender would be repaired and

they believe the offender should be able to move on fix>m this event just as they have. For

these individuals the forgiveness process would ideally include telling their offenders

outright "I forgive you" (46), but would not mean just pretending that nothing had happened

(61)

Religious motivations and forgiveness as a way for both the offender and the forgiver

to move on from the event seem to be relatively consistent with one another, as one ofthe

religious tenets that is usually associated with forgiveness is that of absolution. Perhaps for

the individuals defining this &ctor, for whom religious principals are obviously a strongly
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guiding influence, they feel they should allow their offender to be absolved of their offenses

just as they look to God, or Jesus, as the case may be, for absolution of their sins.

It is interesting that while these individuals seemed to indicate that forgiveness

would not involve holding, or giving up, a position ofpower in relation to their offender (52,

38, 37), there was also some indication that they were not willing to identify too closely with

their offender, as there was disagreement with the statement that they would forgive because

they were able to put themselves in their offender's shoes (66). On one hand, these

individuals disagreed with the idea that they are a bigger person than their offender, yet they

may see empathy for their offender as lowering themselves to the offender's level.

Ought Domain ofForgiveness Beliefs

Six possible solutions were considered, as analyses were calculated with two through

seven factors using principal components analyses with varimax rotation. These six analyses

were examined and, as with the other two forgiveness domains, it was apparent that the

three-factor solution was the most interpretable solution. This solution accounted for 43% of

the total variance, and had acceptable correlations between factors. Summary statistics for

the three factor solution are presented in Table 12.
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Table 12. Summary Statistics for the Three Factor Solution for the Q-Sorts Examining the

Ought Domain of Forgiveness Beliefs.

Factor I Factor II Factor III

Number of definers

Explained variance

Factor correlations

Factor n

Factor ffl

Composite Reliabilities

11

18

0.35

0:2

0.98

12

15

0.22

0.98

10

0.96

Table 13 shows the fector loadings for each participant on each ofthe three factors

for this Q-sort. The loadings printed in bold text indicate that the participant defined that

fector. One ofthe important things to note in this table is that for Factor IQ, halfof the

participants who defined this factor loaded negatively on it Participants 003, 024, and 059

loaded negatively on the factor, which indicates that, while they felt strongly about the same

items as the participants who loaded positively on that factor, the valence of their

perspective was in the opposite direction. So, while the participants who loaded positively

strongly agreed with particular items, these participants tended to disagree strongly with the

same items.

It should be noted that the loadings for participants 045 and 057 were below the .40

cutoff; however, because they did not load highly on any other factor, they were left in the

analysis as definers for Factor I.
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Ought Domain
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Table 13 (continued). Rotated Factor Loadings Obtained from Principal Components

Analysis ofthe Ought Domain of Forgiveness Q-Sorts.

75 0.32 0^7 0.25

84

87

90

93

3

6

24

39

42

60

48

Factor I: Compassionate Forgiveness. It appears that in this type of forgiveness,

feelings of understanding and compassion for the offender are central to the process, which

involves getting past the event and letting the offender move on from the event as well.

Table 14 lists the statements characterizing this factor and distinguishing this factors from

others. A more detailed description follows the table.
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Table 14. Statements Characterizing Factor I: Compassionate Forgiveness.

Score Item # Statement

5 25*

*

I should forgive the person who hurts me because we're all human -

we all make mistakes.

5 3 1 * * Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean being able to move on

with my life - letting the past be the past

5 53 * * I should forgive the person who hurts me when I know that s/he did

not mean to hurt me.

4 32* * Forgiving the person who hurts me ought to mean no longer dwelling

on \^iat happened.

4 3 I should forgive a person who hurts me out of love for him/her.

4 28* * Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean seeing the whole person

for what s/he is, not just the hurtful thing s/he did to me.

4 39 Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean that I would not hold a

grudge against him/her.

3 23 I should forgive a person who hurts me if s/he has a good reason for

doing what s/he did.

3 4 I should forgive a person who hurts me out ofcompassion for him/her.

3 60** I should forgive the person who hurt me when I understood what led

him/her to do what s/he did.

3 27* * Forgiving a person who hurts me should not mean forgetting what

happened.
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Table 14 (continued). Statements Characterizing Factor I: Compassionate Forgiveness.

3 16* Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean accepting A^^iat

happened and just getting over it.

-3 43* Even after forgiving a person who hurts me, I should not make up with

him/her.

-3 50 I should forgive the person who hurts me only when I know s/he

would never do this to me again.

-3 59 Even when I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I should still have

negative feelings about him/her.

-3 37 Forgiving a person who hurts me should make me feel powerful.

-3 47** I ought to be able to forgive the person who hurts me only after s/he

admits that what s/he did was wrong.

-4 6 1 * * Forgiving the person who hurt me should mean, basically, just

pretending that nothing had happened.

-4 49* *
I ought to be able to forgive the person who hurts me only after s/he

apologizes to me.

-4 36 Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean 1 would have to give up

a certain amount ofpower.

-4 52 I should forgive the person who hurts me to show that I am the bigger

person.

-5 38 Forgiving a person who hurts me should make me feel like a weak

person.
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Table 14 (continued). Statements Characterizing Factor I: Compassionate Forgiveness.

-5 19* I should forgive the person who hurts me, but only after I saw that s/he

had been punished for what s/he had done.

-5 18** Even after forgiving a person who hurts me, they should be punished.

*/?<.05, **/?<.01

One ofthe central themes ofthis perspective on forgiveness is a compassionate and

caring view ofthe offender. The individuals defining this factor said they should forgive

their offenders out of love (3) and compassion (4) for them. They also said that forgiving

should mean seeing the whole person, not just the offense (28) and that they should forgive

because "we're all human" and "we all make mistakes" (25). Taken together, these items

imply an empathic view of their offender, seeing the offender as a fellow human being who

made a mistake and deserves to be forgiven. Agreement with the item "I should forgive the

person who hurt me when I understood what led him/her to do what s/he did" (60) supports

this factor as one where empathy is an important motivator to forgiveness.

It appears that in this type of forgiveness, not only do the forgivers move on from the

offense, but they also allow their offenders to move on from the wrongdoing. There was

agreement with items indicating that they would move on fix)m the offense, and "let the past

be the past" (31); that they would no longer dwell on the offense (32); that forgiving the

offender should mean accepting what happened and just getting over it (16); and that they

would no longer hold a grudge toward the person who hurt them (39). As well, there was
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strong disagreement with the item stating that they would still have negative feelings after

having forgiven (59)» and with the item indicating that they would not make up with their

offender (43). Therefore, it appears that in this type of forgiveness, there is a release of

negative feelings about the offense and the offender.

Similarly, there is an element ofamnesty for their offenders. There was strong

disagreement with both ofthe items related to punishment for their offender ( 1 8, 1 9). It does

not appear that this amnesty is conditional upon the actions of the offender, as there was

strong agreement with items stating that forgiveness should only occur after the offender

apologizes (49), admits what s/he did was wrong (47), and/or would never commit this

offense again (50). Therefore, it appears that these individuals believe that the forgiver

should be mercifiil and move on fix)m the offense whether the offender acts remorseMly or

not

In this view, reasons that the individual may believe that he or she should forgive

may include that the hurt was not intentional on the offender's part (53), and that the

offender had a good reason for doing what (s)he did (23). The people defining this fEictor do

not believe that being the bigger person should be a reason for forgiving (52), and also do

not feel that forgiveness should make them feel weak (38), powerful (37), or should mean

giving up a certain amoimt ofpower (36). Disagreement with the item stating that forgiving

should mean pretending nothing had happened (61), and agreement that forgiving should not

mean forgetting (27) may indicate that these people feel that they should still be cognizant of

what has happened even after forgiving.

Factor II: Forgiveness Motivated by Religious Beliefs. In this perspective on
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forgiveness, religious beliefs have an important influence on the decision to forgive. Table

1 5 lists the statements that characterize this factor and distinguish it from other factors. A

more detailed description of the factor follows the table.

Table 15. Statements characterizing Factor U: Forgiveness Motivated by Religious Beliefs.

Score Item # Statement

5 8*

*

I should forgive the person who hurts me because I know God loves

him/her.

5 7*

*

I should forgive the person who hurts me out of gratitude for God'

s

love for me.

5 6** I should forgive the person who hurts me because if I do not, God will

not forgive me my sins.

4 3 I should forgive a person who hurts me out of love for him/her.

4 5 * * Just as God has forgiven me, I should forgive a person who hurts me,

not out of duty, but in humility.

4 1 I should make a conscious choice to forgive the person who hurt me.

4 58 Forgiving the person who hurts me should mean that I would no longer

feel anger or resentment.

3 45** When I have forgiven the person who hurt me, it should mean that I

would never bring it up again - 1 would wipe the slate clean.

3 46* * Forgiving the person who hurts me should mean telling him/her

outright "I forgive you.**
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Table 15 (continued). Statements characterizing Factor II: Forgiveness Motivated by

Religious Beliefs.

3 11 I should forgive a person who hurts me because it is my duty to

forgive.

3 4 I should forgive a person who hurts me out of compassion for him/her.

3 64* * I should forgive the person who hurts me because I believe that

everything is forgivable - nothing is unforgivable.

-3 23 ** I should forgive a person who hurts me if s/he has a good reason for

doing what s/he did.

-3 18 Even after forgiving a person who hurts me, they should be punished.

-3 36 Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean I would have to give up

a certain amount ofpower.

-3 19 I should forgive the person who hurts me, but only after I saw that s/he

had been punished for what s/he had done.

I should forgive a person who hurts me when "I have it coming to me."

Forgiving a person \^o hurts me should make me feel powerful.

I should forgive the person who hurts me to show that I am the bigger

person.

59 Even when I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I should still have

negative feelings about him/her.

43 Even after forgiving a person who hurts me, I should not make up with

him/her.

-3



i -:.:t:

>'t !

.hA



92

Table 15 (continued). Statements characterizing Factor II: Forgiveness Motivated by

Religious Beliefs.

-5 1 5 * * It should take a long time to forgive a person who hurts me.

-5 22* * Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean letting him/her offthe

hook.

-5 38 Forgiving a person who hurts me should make me feel like a weak

person.

*p<.05, **/?<.01

For the individuals who defined this perspective on forgiveness, religious beliefs and

teachings seemed to play a central role in forming their beliefs about what forgiveness ought

to be. The statements that explicitly mention God as a motivating factor for forgiveness

were all strongly agreed upon (5, 6, 7, 8). These individuals were also in agreement with the

item stating that it is their duty to forgive (11), which is often a strongly held principle in

religious teachings. Similarly, there was agreement with items stating that they should

forgive out of love (3) and compassion (4) for their offender, that they should make a

conscious choice to forgive (1), and that nothing is unforgivable (64), ideas that are often

central to Christian views on forgiveness. Therefore, it appears that religious teachings and

beliefs were a guiding factor in forming these individuals' opinions on what forgiveness

should be. The obligation to forgive placed on these individuals by their religious feith may

have been reflected in the strong disagreement with the statement that it should take a long

time to forgive (15); these individuals may feel pressure to forgive quickly in order to meet
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the expectations of their faith.

In this perspective on forgiveness, a resolution of negative feelings appeared to be

the desired outcome of foi^veness, as there was strong agreement with items stating that

after forgiving they would no longer feel anger or resentment (58), and that they would wipe

the slate clean (45). These individuals believed that forgiveness should involve

conmiunicating forgiveness to their offender, as they agreed that forgiveness should mean

telling their offenders outright "I forgive you" (46). There was also disagreement with items

stating that they should still have negative feelings after forgiving (59) and that they ^lould

not make up with their offender (43). These individuals also do not feel the need for

retribution through punishment after forgiving (18, 19). This reduction in negative feelings

regarding the offense and toward the offender is congruent with the focus on religious ideals,

as Christianity teaches its followers to forgive others as they have been forgiven by Christ

Apparently for these individuals, the reasons for the offender hurting them did not

appeal to be an important factor for forgiving. There was disagreement with items stating

that they should forgive ifthe offender had good reason for doing what he or she did (23), or

when they had it "coming to" them (24). As well, being the bigger person (52), and feeling

powerful (37), did not seem to be important motivators in this perspective, but these

individuals also disagreed with statements that forgiveness should make them feel like a

weak person (38), or giving up power (-3).

Factor III: Self-Sacrificing/Hostile Forgiveness, hi this perspective on forgiveness,

the focus appeared to be on making things better for the offender, possibly at the forgivers'

own expense. While reconciliation and a resolution of negative feelings toward the offender
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seemed to be the goal of this type of forgiveness, there appeared also to be a negative side

for the person forgiving. Table 16 lists the statements characterizing this factor as well as

those distinguishing it from other factors. It is important to bear in mind that, as noted

earlier, three ofthe six participants who defined this factor loaded negatively on it, so for

these individuals the valences of their ratings were opposite to what is mentioned in the

description. So, for example, ifa particular item is described as being highly agreed upon,

these individuals would tend to strongly disagree with that item. However, the same items

tended to be placed at the poles ofthe distribution.
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Table 16. Statements characterizing Factor III: Self-sacrificing/Hostile forgiveness.

Score Item # Statement

5 45** When I have foi^ven the person who hurt me, it should mean that I

would never bring it up again - 1 would wipe the slate clean.

5 34** Forgiving the person who hurts me should mean trusting them again.

5 12* * I should forgive a person who hurts me to help him/her get past the

situation and move on.

4 4 1 * * After I have forgiven a person who hurts me, I should feel good about

him/her - just as good as I felt before s/he hurt me.

4 9* I should forgive a person who hurts me because forgiving is the

morally right thing to do.

4 20** I should forgive a person who hurts me even when I don't think that

justice will be done.

4 5 1 * * I should forgive the person who hurts me even when I know s/he might

hurtmeagaiiL

3 38** Forgiving a person who hurts me should make me feel like a weak

person.

3 36* * Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean I would have to give up

a certain amount ofpower.

3 39 Forgiving a person >^o hurts me should mean that I would not hold a

grudge against him/her.
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Table 16 (continued). Statements characterizing Factor HI: Self-sacrificing forgiveness.

3 25** I should forgive the person who hurts me because we're all human -

we all make mistakes.

3 65* * I should forgive a person who hurts me if s/heM had a tough life.

-3 52 I should forgive the person who hurts me to show that I am the bigger

person.

-3 27 Forgiving a person who hurts me should not mean forgetting what

happened.

-3 29* I should not forgive until I have talked with the person who hurts me

about what s/he did.

-3 56** I should forgive the person who hurts me because I know it will make

me feel better.

-3 30* *
I should let the person who hurts me know how I feel about her \^iat

s/he did before I forgive him/her.

-4 33 * * Forgiving a person who hurts me should not necessarily mean

completely trusting him/her.

-4 50 I should forgive the person who hurts me only when I know s/he

would never do this to me again.

-4 59 Even when I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I should still have

negative feelings about him/her.

-4 43 Even after forgiving a person who hurts me, I should not make up with

him/her.
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Table 16 (continued). Statements characterizing factor HI: Self-sacrificing forgiveness.

-5 48** I ought to forgive the person who hurts me only when s/he takes

responsibility for what s/he did.

-5 47** I ought to be able to forgive the person who hurts me only after s/he

admits that what s/he did was wrong.

-5 49* *
I ought to be able to forgive the person who hurts me only after s/he

apologizes to me.

*p<.05,**p<.01
~'~

For those who loaded positively on this factor, there was a clear concern for the

offender, as shown by the strong level ofagreement with statements indicating that one

should forgive to help the offender get past the situation (12); feel just as good about the

offender after forgiving as one did before the offense (41); never bring the offense up again

(45); and trust the offender (34). There was also agreement that they should forgive because

"we're all human - we all make mistakes" (25). As well, there was agreement with the items

stating that one should not hold a grudge against the offender (39), or should still have

negative feelings toward him or her (59). There was disagreement that one should not make

up with the offender (43). There was also disagreement that forgiving should not necessarily

mean completely trusting the offender (33), thereby indicatmg that these individuals feel that

they should restore trust for their offender. Taken together, these statements illustrated the

concern for allowing the offender to move on from the offense and not suffer any long term

repercussions from his or her actions. Disagreement with the items related to telling their
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offender how they felt about the hurt (29, 30) may indicate a feeling that they should not

make the offender feel worse about \^iat happened by emphasizing how much they were

hurt.

This type of forgiveness did not ^pear to be conditional upon the actions ofthe

offender, as there was strong disagreement with the items indicating that one should only

forgive after the offender apologizes (49), admits what he or she did was wrong (47), or

takes responsibility for what s/he did (48). However, these individuals indicated that they

should forgive the offender ifhe or she has had a tough life (65).

What makes this perspective on forgiveness different from others is a view that

perhaps it is not a positive process for the foigiver. There was agreement with items stating

"forgiveness should make me feel like a weak person" (38) and "forgiveness should mean

giving up a certain amount ofpower" (36). As well, there was disagreement that they should

forgive to show that they are the bigger person, therefore forgiving does not appear to be

related to gaining a position of advantage over their ofifender (52). There was strong

disagreement with the item, "I should forgive because I know it will make me feel better"

(56). These individuals also agreed that they should forgive even when they do not think

justice has been done (20), and if they know the offender might hurt them again (5 1). There

was also disagreement with the item stating that forgiving should not mean forgetting vfhat

happened (27), indicating that these people believe that they are obliged to completely

overtook the offense in the future. These items seemed to indicate that, for the individuals

defining this factor, there is some feeling that forgiveness is something that is done for the

person vfho has committed the offense, at the victim's expense. There was indication that
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perhaps these individuals feel that they are leaving themselves open for fiirther hurt as there

was strong disagreement with the item, "I should forgive only when I know s/he would never

do this to me again" (50).

This perspective on forgiveness is interesting because it appears that these

individuals do not believe that the forgiveness process is personally helpful; instead they feel

that they must carry out the process for the offender. It did not appear that this motivation is

related to a feelings of benevolence for the offender as items indicating that they should

forgive out of positive feelings for the offender, such as love (3, 0) or compassion (4, -1),

were rated as irrelevant, as was an item stating that forgiveness should be given as a gift to

their offender (-1). However, there was agreement with items stating that they forgave

because forgiving was the morally right thing to do (9), because they were taught to forgive

(10, +2), and because it is their duty to forgive (11, +2). Therefore these individuals may

feel forced to forgive despite their doubts about the benefits of forgiving to their own well-

being.

Because halfofthe participants who defined this factor loaded on it negatively, it is

important to examine these individuals' perspective on forgiveness as well. For these

people, the same statements were important to them, but the valance of the ratings were

reversed. For these individuals, there appeared to be several conditions that must be met

before forgiveness should occur. These individuals strongly agreed with statements

mdicating that forgiveness should only happen ifthe offender apologizes (49), admits what

he or she did was wrong (47), and takes responsibility for what he or she did (48). They

strongly agreed with items stating that even after forgiving they should not make up with the
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offender (59), and they should not necessarily trust the offender (33). It appeared that the

motives for forgiveness may be to feel better (56) and to show the offender that they are the

bigger person (52). They stated that forgiveness should not mean forgetting what happened

(27) and that they should not tell the offender how they feel about what happened before

forgiving (30). This combination of items seemed to indicate that these participants believed

that forgiveness should be used against the offender in an almost vengeful way; it seemed

that they use forgiveness almost as a threat to gain a position of advantage over the people

who have hurt them. They may use a lack of forgiveness as a pimishment for their

offenders, while using forgiveness as an incentive to manipulate the offenders into acting the

way that they want them to.

These manipulative motives may also have been reflected in the strong disagreement

with statements indicating that forgiveness should mean never bringing the offense up again

(45), should mean trusting the offender (34), and should mean feeling as good about the

offender as before the offense (41). There was also strong disagreement that forgiving

should mean helping the offender get past the event and move on (12). There was moderate

disagreement with items stating that forgiving should make them feel like a weak person

(38), and should mean giving up a certain amount ofpower (36). These items again reflect

the idea that forgiveness may be used to gain a position of advantage over their offenders.

The individuals who loaded negatively on this perspective appeared to be stating that

forgiveness should be used in a hostile way against a transgressor.

Comparisons Among Forgiveness Domains

Research Question One. The first research question addressed by this study was
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whether or not people share similar perspectives on forgiveness across forgiveness domains.

In order to answer this question, the perspectives that emerged across all three ofthe

forgiveness domains were analyzed to determine whether the factors were similar. This was

accomplished by conducting a Q-analysis using the composite sort for each perspective.

Each ofthese composite sorts was entered into the Q-analysis software, just as the 30 sorts

had been originally. A principal components analysis was conducted using these nine sorts,

and various solutions were examined. The five factor solution emerged as the most

meaningM, and summary statistics for this factor are shown below.

Table 17. Sunmaary statistics for the five factor solution comparing the actual, ideal, and

ought domains of forgiveness.
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Table 18. Rotated Factor Loadings Obtained fix>m Principal Components Analysis of the

Composite Q-Sorts for Actual, Ideal, and Ought Domains of Forgiveness.

Composite sort:
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forgiveness. Factor I of the ideal domain, forgiveness as a release of negative feelings, and

Factor HI ofthe ought domain, self-sacrificing forgiveness, comprise Factors IE, IV, and V

ofthe composite factors. Correlations between the fiactors were relatively low, with the

exception ofthe factor comprised by Factor I ofthe ideal domain, hiterestingly, this fiactor

correlated moderately with all ofthe comparison factors, but did not load highly on any other

factor. This factor deals with forgiveness as a release of negative feelings, and these high

correlations may indicate that while this perspective is unique, there are elements of this

perspective that are common to the other perspectives on forgiveness.

Research Question Two. The second research question addressed by this study was

whether individuals held differing perspectives on forgiveness in the various forgiveness

domains. This question is answered by looking at how individuals loaded on factors across

the three domains. For example, if religious beliefs were highly important to the individual's

actual, ideal and ought beliefs of forgiveness, that person loaded on Factors HI, n, and II of

the actual, ideal and ought domains of forgiveness, respectively.

The first way this question was answered was to examine how many participants'

views on forgiveness were consistent across all three domains. It was discovered that four

participants (051, 069, 084, 093) loaded on the Forgiveness Motivated by Religious Beliefs

^tor across all three domains, and three participants (009, 033, 054) loaded on

Compassionate Forgiveness across all three domains. Therefore, 7 participants' (23.33% of

the sample) views on forgiveness were consistent across all three forgiveness domains, v^iile

23 participants' perspectives differed across domains (76.67% of the sample). Therefore, a

large majority ofthe sample did not hold consistent views on forgiveness across all three
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domains.

In order to examine the numbers of participants who loaded on each combination of

factors, the following tables were created to show the numbers of participants loading on

each combination. For example, five participants (16.67% ofthe sample of 30) who defined

Factor I in the Actual condition loaded on Factor I in the Ideal condition, meaning that these

individuals took a conflicted perspective on forgiveness as it has actually occurred for them,

but saw forgiveness in the ideal as a release of negative feelings.

Table 19. Frequencies and Percentages of Participants Loading on the Actual vs. Ideal

domains of Forgiveness.

Actual

Factor I: Factor 11: Factor HI: Did not

Conflicted Compassionate Religious load

Ideal Factor I:

Release ofNegative

Feelings
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Table 20. Frequencies and Percentages of Participants Loading on the Actual vs. Ought

Domains of Forgiveness.
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Table 21. Frequencies and Percentages of Participants Loading on the Ideal vs. Ought

Domains of Forgiveness.

Ought

Factor!: Factor U: Factor ni: Did not load

Compassionate Religious Self-sacrificing

Factor!:

Release of

Negative

Ideal Feelings
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the actual domain of forgiveness.

Table 22. Incident and Participant Information by Factor (Actual Domain).

Factor Participant Age Sex Hurtful Incident

dilute with mother over property

fiather-in-law let puppy be hit by car

sister stole belongings

physically assaulted by father

estrangement fix)m sister

marital infidelity

marital infidelity

marital infidelity

boyfiiend made commitment but did not

intend to marry

060 33 F physical and verbal attack by mother v^tdle

drinking

072 46 M disagreement with another pastor led to

resignation

n

003
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Table 22. Incident and Participant Information by Factor (Actual Domain).

father stole money to buy alcohol

emotional and physical abuse by alcoholic

mother

broken promises by a business partner

husband left for another woman

in 045 58 F argument and estrangement from brother

brother-in-law stole property

verbal disagreement with grandfather

friend relapsed with drug problems, broke

into church and stole property

infidelity by romantic partner

description unclear

alcoholism and abuse by &ther

description imclear

It is clear from examining the participants' descriptions ofthe hurtfril incidents that

there are a wide variety of situations that participants had in mind while describing the

forgiveness process that they actually went through as they forgave the person who hurt

thenL As well, within each factor there seem to be a variety of hurtful incidents, perhaps

indicating that the type of forgiveness experienced was not directly related to the type of

incident experienced. In order to investigate this further, means were calculated for each

£actor for the level of upset the hurtful incident caused both at the time and currently, and for

the current closeness ofthe relationship with the offender. These means appear in Table 23.

033
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Table 23. Mean Levels of Upset and Closeness of Relationship with the Offender for Each

Factor of the Actual Domain of Forgiveness.

Factor
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research study was: Do people share similar experiences of forgiveness or do they differ in

their experiences, and if so, how do they differ? There were three distinct perspectives on

forgiveness: 1) conflicted forgiveness; 2) compassionate forgiveness; 3) forgiveness

motivated by religious belief. Conflicted forgiveness was characterized by a lack of

resolution of negative feelings toward the offender and about the hurt^ incident, and a

failure to repair the relationship with the offender. Compassionate forgiveness, in contrast,

was characterized by benevolent feelings toward the offender and an emphasis on

reconciliation. Forgiveness motivated by religious belie& emphasized religious ideals as a

motivation for forgiving the offender.

One way to get an overview ofthe factors that characterize this forgiveness domain

is to examine the statements i4)on which there was consensus or disagreement among these

Victors. Ifthere is consensus on an item, ^s indicates that this item was not rated

significantly differently on the composite scores for each ofthe three factors. Items that

distinguish a factor indicate that there was a significant difference between how the item was

rated on that particular factor as compared to others. However, because this is based on the

composite sort for each factor, there may be variation among individuals on how these

scores were rated; how close (or how different) participants' own sorts are relative to the

composite sorts is reflected in how highly they load on that particular factor. Therefore,

consensus on an item does not indicate imiversal agreement among all participants, but does

indicate that the item was rated similarly on the composite sorts characterizing each factor.

There were three statements on which there was consensus among all three of the

perspectives. These items foiled to distinguish between any pair of factors. There was
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disagreement with the item "I was able to forgive the person who hurt me very quickly" (14)

in all three perspectives (ranked as -4, -1, -2 by Factors I, H, and HI, respectively). There

was also disagreement with the items "Forgiving the person who hurt me meant just

forgetting what happened" (26; ranked as -3, -2, -2), and "I forgave the person who hurt me

only when I knew s/he'd never do this to me again" (50, ranked as -2, -4, -2). Therefore it

£^pears that for the participants defining all factors, forgiveness was a fairly lengthy process

and did not involve just forgetting the hurtful incident. As well, there was some recognition

that they may be hurt by this individual again in the future, as there was disagreement with

the item indicating that they would only forgive if they were sure the offender would not hurt

them in this way again.

Although there was consensus on some items, there was disagreement on many

others. The group of items on which there was the largest disagreement was those related to

religious reasons for forgivmg (5, 6, 7, 8). These items were strongly agreed upon (4, 5, 3, 5,

respectively) by the individuals defining the third factor, forgiveness motivated by religious

and/or moral beliefs, were moderately disagreed upon (-2, -3, -3, -2) by those defining the

second factor, compassionate forgiveness, and were rated as irrelevant (1, -1, 1, 0) by those

defining the first factor, conflicted forgiveness. Obviously, religion plays a very different

role in the forgiveness process in these three perspectives. It is interesting that the item "I

forgave the person who hurt me because I was taught to forgive" (10), was rated similarly to

the religious items m all three perspectives. This item was endorsed (4) m the third factor,

moderately disagreed upon (-2) by the second factor, and irrelevant by the first factor (0).

This may indicate that one ofthe reasons the individuals defining each ofthese three factors
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viewed the role of religion in the forgiveness process so differently was due to a difference

in upbringing. Another item on which there was disagreensent was "I forgave the person

who hurt me because I believe that everything is forgivable - nothing is unforgivable'* (64).

This item was rated as irrelevant (0) by those defining conflicted forgiveness, was

moderately disagreed with by those defining the second factor (-3), and was strongly agreed

upon by those defining the third factor (5). Differences in agreement with this item may

reflect differences in personal belief systems related to forgiveness.

There are other items on which there was disagreement One ofthe most interesting

was "I forgave the person who hurt me but I still have negative feelings toward him/her."

(59). This item was highly agreed iqx>n (5) in the first perspective on forgiveness, conflicted

forgiveness, rated as irrelevant (0) in the second perspective, compassionate forgiveness, and

moderately disagreed with (-3) in the third perspective, forgiveness motivated by religious

beliefe. This item is interesting because the question ofwhether or not it is possible to

forgive and be angry at the same time is one ofthe most contentious issues in forgiveness

research and theory.

Ideal domain offorgiveness beliefs. A second research question addressed by the

present study was, "Do people share similar ideals offorgiveness or do they differ in their

ideals, and if so, how do they differ?" In the ideal domain of forgiveness beliefs, there were

three distinct perspectives on forgiveness: 1) forgiveness as a release of negative emotions;

2) compassionate forgiveness; 3) forgiveness motivated by religious beliefe. The first

perspective, forgiveness as a healing process, emphasized psychological self-healing from

the hurtfiil event as the ideal goal of the forgiveness process. The second perspective.
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compassionate forgiveness, was characterized by a concern for the offender and the

reparation of the relationship with the offender. The third perspective, forgiveness

motivated by religious beliefs, also focused on restoration of the relationship with the

offender, but placed a great deal ofen^hasis on religious beliefs as the motivation for

forgiving.

There were seventeen items that did not distinguish any ofthe factors; these were

items on which there were consensus. There was agreement in all three perspectives on two

items, one that indicated that forgiving would ideally mean moving on with their lives and

letting the past be the past (31, ranked as 4, 4, and 3, by factors 1, 2, and 3, respectively), and

the other stating that forgiving meant seeing the ^ole person, not just the offense (28,

ranked as 3, 2, and 1).

There was consensus among all three Actors on the disagreement with six items.

Participants defining all 3 factors disagreed with items stating that, ideally, forgiveness

would make them feel like a weak person (38, rated as -3, -4, -4), that forgiveness would

mean giving up a certain amount ofpower (36, rated as -2, -2, -2), or that they would forgive

to be the bigger person (52, rated as -2, -2, -3). There was disagreement with items stating

that they would forgive but still have negative feelings (59, -3, -5 -3), and that they would

forgive when they knew their offender would never hurt them again (50, -3,-1,-1). There

was disagreement with items indicating that ideally, even though they forgave, the offender

would still deserve to be punished (18, rated as -4, -3, -4), and that forgiving would mean

letting the offender "off the hook" (22, rated as -3, -3, -3). The disagreement with these two

items is interesting because they could be construed as contradictory. There was also
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disagreement with the item stating that ideally, forgiving would mean just forgetting the

hurtful event (26, rated as -2, -1, -1).

There were some items that were rated as irrelevant in all three factors. These

include items stating that forgiveness would help the offender get past the situation (12,

ranked as by all three factors)^ and that forgiveness would mean no longer trying to avoid

the person who hurt them (40, 1, 0, 0). For the participants defining all three factors, solving

the problem (35, ranked as 0, -1, -1) did not appear to be a relevant motivation for forgiving

in the ideal way, nor does forgiving because "not forgiving would only hurt me more*' (62,

ranked as 2, 0, 2). Other items that were rated as irrelevant across all three factors were that

they would forgive to give the offender a second chance (13, ranked as 0, 1, 1), that they

would forgive quickly (14, ranked as 1, 0, 0), and that they would forgive even when it does

not seem fair that they would have to do anything for this person, much less forgive (0, 0,

-1). ..: .

There were some items on which there was disagreement among the factors. One of

the groups of items on which there was much disagreement was those relating to religious

motivations for forgiving (5, 6, 7, 8). In the first perspective, forgiveness as a release of

negative emotions, these items were rated as irrelevant. In the second perspective,

compassionate forgiveness, there was moderate disagreement with these items. In the third

perspective on forgiveness, forgiveness motivated by religious beUefs, there was strong

agreement with these items. The item "Ideally, I would forgive because I believe everything

is forgivable - nothing is unforgivable" (64, rated as 1, -2, 4) was rated similarly to the

religious items in all three perspectives.
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There was also disagreement on the ratings for items stating that they would let the

offender know how they felt about "what they did before forgiving (30, rated as -4, 4, and 2),

and that they would forgive when they understood what led to the hurt^ incident (60, rated

as 2, 4, -2). There was disagreement among the perspectives in terms ofwhat would ideally

be expected from the offender before forgiving. Specifically, there was disagreement in the

ratings of items stating that they would ideally forgive only after the offender took

responsibility (48, rated as -4, 3, and -1), apologized (49, rated as -5, 1, -1), or admitted

wrong (47, rated as -4, 1, -1). From these ratings it is apparent that those defining the

compassionate forgiveness perspective would be the most willing to forgive even when the

offender did not express remorse or attempt to make amends.

Ought domain offorgiveness beliefs. The present study addressed the research

question, '^'Do people share similar belief about how forgiveness should be or do they differ

in these beliefs, and if so, how do they differ?" For the domain offorgiveness relating to

how forgiveness should be, or how participants believed they were expected to forgive by

others, there were three distinct perspectives on forgiveness. These perspectives were: 1)

compassionate forgiveness; 2) forgiveness motivated by rehgious beliefs; 3)

self-sacrificing/hostile forgiveness. The first perspective, compassionate forgiveness, was

characterized by feelings of understanding and concern for the offender, and the goal ofthis

type of foi^veness was moving past the event and allowing the offender to move on as well.

The second perspective, forgiveness motivated by religious beliefe, strongly emphasized the

importance of religious beliefs as a motivation to forgive. The third perspective,

self-sacrificing/hostile forgiveness, took a more negative view offorgiveness than the others.
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In the self-sacrificing perspective on forgiveness, forgiveness appeared to be a duty forced

upon people, rather than chosen, which often led to negative outcomes for the forgiver,

while possibly benefiting the offender. In contrast, the hostile perspective on forgiveness

speared to utilize forgiveness as a means of manipulating the offender to meet certain

conditions before forgiving, as well as a method of gaining a position ofpower over one's

offender. Because this perspective was fouiKl in the ought domain of forgiveness, these

individuals feel some pressure to forgive in this way, perhaps having been taught that

forgiveness is a passive agressive means of gaining vengeance against their offender.

There were nine items on which there was consensus across the three perspectives;

these items did not distinguish any factor fix)m another. There were no items on v^ch there

was agreement by all three perspectives. There were two items on which there was

disagreement by all three perspectives. Participants defining all three perspectives disagreed

with statements indicating that after forgiving they should still have negative feelings toward

their offender (59, rated as -3, -4, -4), and that they should forgive to be the bigger person

(52, rated as -4, -4, -3).

There were also items that were rated as irrelevant in all three perspectives. Items

stating that forgiving meant that they should not try to avoid the offender (40, rated as 1, 0,

-1), and that they should act in a civil manner toward their offender (44, rated as 1, 1, 2)

were rated as irrelevant in all three perspectives. Forgiving to solve a problem (35, rated as

-1, 0, -1), and because forgiving makes the world a better place (63, rated as 1, 1, 0) were not

seen as relevant motivations for forgiving in any ofthe three perspectives. Also rated as

irrelevant were items stating that they should not forgive until they have talked with their
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offender about how they felt (29, rated as -1, -1, -3), that forgiving should mean accepting

their offender's flaws (17, rated as 2, 1, 1), and that forgiving should be harder in a close

relationship (55, rated as -1, -2, -2).

Although there were some items on which there was consensus across the three

perspectives on forgiveness, there were also items on which there was disagreement on the

ratings across the three perspectives. As with the actual and ideal domains of forgiveness,

there was disagreement among the three perspectives in the ought domain as to the ratings of

the items related to religious motivations for forgiving (5, 6, 7, 8). These items were

strongly agreed upon by the participants defining the second perspective, and were rated as

irrelevant by those defining the first and third perspectives.

There was disagreement on the ratings of items stating that forgiving should make

them feel like a weak person (38, rated as -5, -5, 3), and should mean giving up a certain

amount ofpower (36, rated as -4, -3, 3). For these items, there was disagreement m the first

and second perspectives, and moderate agreement in the third perspective, self-sacrificing

forgiveness. There was also disagreement among the perspectives regarding whether or not

forgiveness should mean trusting the offender again (34, rated as -2, 2, -5). Again, the third

perspective, self-sacrificmg forgiveness, rated this item differently, reflecting their negative

view of forgiveness. Participants defining the Hmd perspective also rated the item indicating

that forgiving should mean letting the offender off the hook differently (22, -2, -5, 2). This

may reflect these individuals' view that forgiveness may be more beneficial to the offender

than the forgiver. There was also disagreement on items stating that they should only

forgive once the offender takes responsibility for what he or she did (48, rated as 0, -1, -5),
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and that forgiving should not mean just forgetting
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Discussion

Comparisons Among Forgiveness BeliefDomains

Research Question One. One ofthe questions that we attempted to answer in the

present study was whether or not people share similar perspectives on forgiveness across the

three forgiveness domains. It was hypothesized that there may be more homogeneity among

people's beliefs about how forgiveness would ideally be, or should be, as compared to their

actual experiences of forgiveness, because the actual experiences are dictated by the

circumstances ofthe hurtful event. This was not found to be the case, as in each domain of

forgiveness, actual, ideal, and ought, three distinct perspectives on forgiveness were found.

Analyses were conducted to compare the perspectives on actual experiences of forgiveness

with perspectives on ideals of forgiveness, and with beliefs about how forgiveness ought to

be.

The comparison of forgiveness experiences with beliefs about how forgiveness would

ideally be, and should be uncovered five distinct perspectives. The first two perspectives

encompassed one factor each from the actual and ideal and ought domains, \siiereas the third,

fourth, and fifth factors each comprised one factor from the actual and ideal and ought sorts. The

first perspective, forgiveness motivated by religious beliefs, comprised Factor III ofthe actual

domain. Factor IE ofthe ideal domain and Factor n of the ideal domain. This perspective places

a strong emphasis on religious motivations for forgiving. The second perspective in this

comparison, compassionate forgivmg, encompassed Factor U of the actual domain and Factor II

ofthe ideal domain and Factor I of the ought domain. This perspective was characterized by the

119



'': >: "; ' ' !.
,. :

:- ! /yxi ''>:' "'< "or! ;':>»' •'. /,> v yl.;.}.".- >v/nrj'\(\

.''' ' ;» ' '. " l\i"jyj' j.*-;^' -;-'.'j' /;ii.'j '.'<>:] f:j' '>'J«, /j';:i'.. i ,- Mqovrt

:

•
,:. :..> •._.' :. ^^.;s. l !;•;

: ;'i!, :;!/;. if-l'l vrl' i;^ lit •J--^f:>»:'i .fiiii/nob



120

goal of restoration ofthe relationship with the offender. The third perspective, conflicted

forgiveness, was defined by Factor I ofthe actual domain of forgiveness. This perspective was

characterized by a lack of resolution of negative feelings toward the offender and about the

offense, as well as an unwillingness to reconcile with the offender. The fourth perspective, self-

sacrificing/hostile forgiveness comprises Factor III of the ought domain of forgiveness and is

characterized by two distinct perspectives, one which sees forgiveness as a duty even when it is

to the detriment ofthe forgiver, and the other that sees forgiveness as a weapon ofpower to be

used against the offender. The fifth perspective, forgiveness as a release of negative feelings,

comprised Factor I ofthe ideal domain of forgiveness and was characterized by a focus on

psychological healing and feeling better after forgiving.

Two ofthe factors were consistent through the actual, ideal, and ought domains of

forgiveness: forgiveness as motivated by religious beliefs, and compassionate forgiving. This

finding indicated that these perspectives are common to some people's ideas on their experiences

of forgiveness, their ideals of forgiveness, and their beliefs regarding how they are expected to

forgive. In regard to the first perspective, it was apparent that religious motivations were

important to people's experiences of forgiveness, their ideals, and the messages they have

received about forgiveness. Considering that almost two-thirds ofour participants indicated that

prayer or spuitual practice were very important to tiiem, it is not surprising that this factor

emerged across all three forgiveness domains. Religious beliefs were an important motivating

factor to tiie forgiveness process that occurred following a hurtful event, as well as being an

integral part ofthe beliefs about what forgiveness would ideally be, and should be.
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The second perspective that was common to all three domains of forgiveness was

compassionate forgiveness. There was a strong emphasis on moving on from the hurtful event

and allowing the offender to move on with their lives after having committed the transgression.

Forgiving meant resolving negative feelings toward the offender and repairing the damage that

the hurtful event caused the relationship. There was an emphasis on treating the offender as they

did before the event, and resuming trust for the offender. These items indicated a genuine desire

to reconcile with the offender and move on from the event.

The third perspective, conflicted forgiveness, was defined by Factor I ofthe actual

domain of forgiveness. This perspective was not found in the ideal or ought domains of

forgiveness beliefs. This may be due to the fact that those individuals defining this factor did not

seem to have a positive view of forgiveness. This may not be seen as a way that forgiveness

would ideally be or should be. In this perspective on forgiveness, negative feelings persisted

toward the offender and regarding the event. There did not seem to be a resolution to the conflict

created by the hurtful incident, and reconciliation with the offender had not occurred. However,

the individuals who defined this factor did see this state as one of forgiveness, because they were

asked to sort the statements based on v/hat occurred following a hurtful event that they

subsequently forgave. By definition, their sorts described what forgiveness was like for them as

they forgave someone who had hurt them. Although this experience of forgiveness may not have

led to a complete resolution ofthe hurt that was caused by the event, for these individuals, this

was forgiveness.

The fourth perspective on forgiveness comprised Factor EI ofthe ought domain of
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forgiveness. This factor is somewhat unique in the fact that half of the participants loaded

negatively on this factor and therefore it actually encompasses two opposite outlooks. Regarding

the self-sacrificing forgiveness, there was some indication that this type of forgiveness may have

been done more for the benefit ofthe offender, as the forgiver felt somewhat forced to forgive,

and did not believe that this forgiveness would be personally helpful. This differed fi'om

reconciliation-focussed forgiveness as in that type of forgiveness, helping the offender was seen

as an important motivator, which was characterized by a benevolent and compassionate attitude

toward the offender, rather than feeling forced to help the offender by forgiving at one's own

expense, as was seen in conflicted forgiveness. In this perspective, people indicated that they

believed they were expected to forgive by others for the sake of the offender's well-being, even at

the expense of their own well-being. They received the message fi-om others that it was their

duty to forgive even when they had to sacrifice their own healing so that the person who had hurt

them could move on fi-om the event. Because these ideas have not been discussed at length in

any ofthe psychological, theological, or psychological literature on forgiveness, this finding was

unexpected.

In the opposite outlook on this perspective, forgiveness is used almost as a weapon; it is

held over the offender, only to be given when the offender meets the forgiver's requirements.

Forgiveness is used to gain a position ofpower over the person who hurt the forgiver, and even

when it is given, the conflict is not necessarily put in the past or fiiUy resolved. It is interesting

that this perspective on forgiveness emerged in the ought domain of forgiveness, as these

individuals are indicating that they have received the messages fi-om others that this is how
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forgiveness should be. Again, this perspective on forgiveness has not been examined in any

detail in the literature, and this finding is unexpected as well as greatly intriguing.

The fifth perspective, forgiveness as a release of negative feelings, was defined by factor

one ofthe ideal domain of forgiveness beliefs. This perspective was nearly opposite to the one

just discussed; in this perspective there was a strong emphasis on the resolution of negative

feelings caused by the hurtful event. For these people, feeling better was a primary goal of

forgiveness. The forgiveness process allowed them to move on fix)m the event, deal with what

had happened, and psychologicsdly heal fix)m the hurt that had been caused. Reconciliation did

not appear to be a main focus in this perspective of forgiveness; although a level of civility may

have been restored with the offender it does not appear that meaning^ restoration ofthe

relationship was fundamental to this perspective on forgiveness. As discussed earlier, the high

correlation between this factor and the other composite factors may indicate that there are

elements ofthis perspective that are common across the other perspectives on forgiveness.

Research Question Two. The second main question addressed by the present study is

whether or not people's views on forgiveness would differ across the forgiveness domains. The

frequency tables illustrating whether or not people tend to hold the same perspectives across the

forgiveness domains indicate that while for some individuals there is a large degree of

consistency in their perspectives across domams, there are also a large number of participants

whose views on forgiveness vary across the three forgiveness domains. This shows that people

may have discrepancies between how forgiveness has actually occurred m their own lives, and

how they believe forgives would ideally be, or should be. As Higgins and his colleagues have
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repeatedly shown (e.g., Higgins et al., 1986; Straumann & Higgins, 1988; Straumaim et al.,

1991), such discrepancies may have particular psychological repercussions, therefore if this

theory is applicable to the forgiveness complex, such discrepancies would have implications for

people's psychological well-being after forgiving. However, without further empirical

investigation, it is not clear at this point what implications, if any, these discrepancies may have.

Implications ofthe Present Study

One ofthe main goals ofthe present study was to investigate how the perspectives on

forgiveness discovered in the present study relate to the ideas about forgiveness presented in the

literature. One ofthe issues addressed by the present study is what people mean when they use

the word forgiveness? What does the forgiveness process involve for them? All three ofthe

domains of forgiveness beliefs examined in the present study address this issue in a different

way. The perspectives on forgiveness as it has actually occurred allow us to examine how people

have actually lived and carried out forgiveness in the real world. These descriptions can be seen

as these people's definitions of forgiveness as it has actually taken place for them. The

perspectives on forgiveness as it would ideally be allow us to examine how people wish

forgiveness had been. The perspectives on forgiveness as it should be allow us to examine the

messages people have internalized from others regarding what forgiveness ought to be. Each of

these domains of forgiveness beliefs sheds light on the ways m which people think about

forgiveness and define it for themselves in the context of their own lives. Across the three

domains of forgiveness it seems that two common perspectives on forgiveness have emerged

consistently across all three domains of forgiveness beliefs. These perspectives are forgiveness
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motivated by religious beliefs, and compassionate forgiveness.

There have been definitions of forgiveness proposed in the psychological, theological,

and philosophical literature. Currently, the definitions of forgiveness that have been proposed by

researchers hold forgiveness to very high standards; for example, one must relinquish all negative

feelings and foster positive feelings toward one's transgressor to truly have forgiven (Enright,

Freedman & Rique, 1998). Two perspectives that emerged in the present study seem to meet the

standards set out by many ofthe definitions presented in the literature, that negative feelings and

actions toward the offender should be eliminated, and positive feelings and actions toward the

offender should replace them. Both forgiveness motivated by religious beliefs and

compassionate forgiveness involve the transition fi-om negative feelings and actions toward the

offender to more positive ones. However, these perspectives have different motivations for this

transition to occur.

Forgiveness motivated by religious beliefs places a strong emphasis on the teachings and

tenets of religion as the motivation for forgiving. This perspective emerged across all three

domains of forgiveness, so for some participants religious faith obviously plays an important role

in not only how they have forgiven m the past, but also how they feel they would like to forgive

or should forgive. Of the 12 participants who defined the religiously oriented factors in the

actual, ideal and, ought domains, 6 ofthem loaded on this factor across all three domains and

another four loaded on two of the three factors, which were generally the ideal and ought

domams. The differences in the numbers suggests that actual, ideal, and ought perspectives are

the same for some ofthe participants, but not for all, an interesting finding in itself. This
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indicates that for these individuals, religion plays a significant role in their thoughts about and

experiences of forgiveness. This finding is not surprising as previous studies on lay-persons'

definitions of forgiveness have discovered that religious aspects were found to be important to

participants (Kanz, 2000; Scobie & Scobie, 2002). In the present study, one quarter ofthe

participants described their background as ofno religious affiliation; all remaining participants

described their religious background as being of various Judeo-Christian denominations (e.g.,

Catholic, Protestant, etc.) In Christianity, there is an emphasis on forgiveness as being a

compassionate act ofpardon or release fi'om an injury or debt (Rye et al., 2000). These ideas

were prominent within this perspective on forgiveness.

It is unclear how this perspective would have been different ifthe sample had included

individuals of other religious backgrounds. One ofthe primary limitations of this study is the

lack of diversity among our participants. It was hoped that by recruiting individuals fi*om the

community we would get a wide range of participants. This strategy did result in diversity in

age, education, and occupation, but failed to result in recruiting people ofvarious religions and

ethnic backgrounds.

It is important to note that due to the religious homogeneity and the small size of our

sample, the generalizability of our findings is limited. However, the goal of Q-methodology is to

gain an in-depth understanding ofthe perspectives ofa group of individuals on a particular topic.

Therefore, the goal ofthe study was to discover how our participants think about and define

forgiveness for themselves, not to gain insight into how all people understand it. However, the

insight gained into these individuals' ideas about forgiveness may broaden our understanding to
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include ideas that had previously been decided upon as not being part of forgiveness; if these

individuals include such ideas as being forgiving and angry at the same time in their definitions

of forgiveness, for example, then perhaps others do as well.

Compassionate forgiving emphasized prosocial motivations for forgiving. This

perspective was characterized by feelings ofbenevolence and compassion toward the offender,

which motivated the forgiveness process. This perspective also involved a transition fix)m

negative emotions, thoughts and feelings to more positive ones. In particular, there was an

emphasis on repairing any damage done to the relationship with the offender by the hurtful event,

as well as feeling better about the offender in order to resume the relationship with him or her.

In the forgiveness literature there is some controversy as to whether or not reconciliation

is distinct from forgiveness, or whether it should be included as part ofthe forgiveness process.

It is generally agreed upon that reconciliation and forgiveness are distinct processes (Enright,

Freedman & Rique, 1998; Exline & Baumeister, 2000; McCuUough, 2001). However, for these

participants it appears that reconciliation may be an important part of forgiveness, as the

motivation for forgiving seems to involve restoring the relationship with the offender.

Two ofthe perspectives of forgiveness that emerged, conflicted forgiveness in the actual

domain and self-sacrificing/hostile forgiveness in the ought domain, do not necessarily involve a

resolution ofnegative feelings toward the offender. This finding is an important contribution to

the current body ofknowledge on forgiveness definitions as it presents evidence that, for some

individuals, forgiveness can occur, or ought to occur, without a resolution of negative thoughts,

emotions and actions. There has been indication in other studies examining lay-persons'
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defmitions of forgiveness that people believe that forgiveness does not always result in a

complete transition fix)m positive feelings, thoughts and actions to positive ones. For example, in

a study by Kanz (2000), the majority of participants indicated that they believed that it was

possible to be forgiving and angry at the same time, and that forgiveness does not automatically

restore trust, ideas which were consistent with those put forth in the conflicted forgiveness

perspective. In a study by Keams and Fincham (2004), some participants indicated that

forgiveness did not necessarily mean trusting their offender, and that they still thought about the

incident even after forgiving. The present study adds support to the suggestion that there are

many types of forgiveness, some ofwhich do not necessarily involve a complete resolution of

negative feelings. By only considering those who have completed this transition as having

forgiven, a substantial portion ofpeople may be overlooked.

Directionsfor Future Research

Future research may focus on the individuals for whom the experience of forgiveness

does not match their ideals of forgiveness or the messages they have internalized regarding wliat

forgiveness should be. Higgins' (1987) self-discrepancy theory makes specific predictions as to

the outcomes of discrepancies between actual, ideal and ought domains of beliefs about the self;

it would be extremely interesting to examine whether or not these outcomes carry over into the

area of forgiveness beliefs. If such discrepancies did lead to the outcomes predicted, this could

inform researchers as to why some individuals fare better after forgiving, both physically (e.g.,

Lawler, Younger, Piferi, Billington, Jobe, Edmondson, & Jones, 2003; Seybold, Hill, Neumann,

Chi & Quillen, 2001; Toussaint, Williams, Musick, & Everson, 2001) and psychologically (e.g.,
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Coyle & Enright, 1997; Karremans, Van Lange, Ouwerkerk, & Kluwer, 2003), than others.

Perh^s those whose experiences of forgiveness are closer to their ideals of forgiveness or beliefs

about what forgiveness should be experience greater benefits of forgiving. Conversely, if it was

found that there were no negative outcomes of experiencing discrepancies between how

forgiveness actually occurred, and how it would be ideally, or should have been, then perh^s

this would indicate that in the case of forgiveness there is no one "right" way to forgive; even the

individual's own ideals of forgiveness do not limit the positive impacts of forgiveness, no matter

how it is carried out in actuality.

One ofthe most interesting findings ofthe present study is the Hostile/Self-Sacrificing

Forgiveness Perspective in the ought domain. Previous research has not explored the

characteristics of forgiveness presented in this perspective, and research investigating the sources

of such messages, and their effects on individuals' experiences of forgiveness would be a

worthwhile contribution to the forgiveness literature.

An additional area of research that would contribute greatly to the current knowledge on

forgiveness would involve exploring how the context of the interpersonal hurt affects an

individual's experience of forgiveness. It is possible that the type and severity ofthe incident,

the level of hurt caused by the transgression, as well as the type and closeness of the relationship

with the offender, would greatly impact upon one's experiences of forgiveness. Although

participants did provide information regarding a hurtfiil incident in the present study,

unfortunately a detailed investigation of this information was beyond the scope of this project.

Certainly, this information is worth a more in-depth examination in the fixture, and it is believed
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that the findings that emerge from this investigation will be enlightening.

The present study sheds light on how ordinary people, who have experienced forgiveness

following a hurtful event in their own lives, define forgiveness for themselves, as it has actually

occurred, how they would ideally like it to have been, and how they believe they were expected

to forgive by others. It has been shown that although there is similarity among these types of

forgiveness beliefs, people's thoughts on the topic of forgiveness may be more complex, and

sometimes contradictory, than previously thought. It is hoped that this study will lend support to

the idea that there is more than one way to forgive, and encourage researchers to be more open-

minded when setting the standards for what is considered forgiveness and what is not. It is

hoped that future research will continue to examine the complex ways in which people think

about and define forgiveness for themselves, and further explore the consequences ofthese

perspectives.
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Appendix A: Questionnaire

Please tell us a bit about yourself and your backgroimd.

Date of Birth:
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For the following questions, we would like you to bring to mind an experience of someone close to you

who hurt you unfairly and deeply and whom you have forgiven.

Please describe the incident:

Who hurt you? (e.g., a parent, brother, sister, husband, wife, etc.) Please do not write the name of this

person, just their relationship to you.

Do you now have a relationship with this person? yes no

Ifyou have a relationship with this person, please rate how close it is:

Distant So-so12 3 4
n n n D

Close

5

n

How long ago did this hurtful event happen (how many days, weeks, months OR years)?

How upsetting was this event to you when it happened?

not at all just a little somewhat very

upsetting upsetting upsetting upsetting12 3 4
n n D D

traumatic devastating

5

n
6
n

How upsetting is this event to you now?

not at all just a little somewhat
upsetting upsetting upsetting

1 2 3

very

upsetting

4
D

traiunatic devastating

5

D
6

D
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Appendix B: Statements Used in the Ideal Domain of Forgiveness Q-Sort

Table 24. Statements used to examine the ideal domain of forgiveness beliefs.

1 Ideally, I would make a conscious choice to forgive the person who hurts me.

2 Ideally, forgiveness would be a gift to a person who hurts me.

3 Ideally, I would forgive a person who hurts me out of love for him/her.

4 Ideally, I would forgive a person who hurts me out of compassion for him/her.

5 Ideally, just as God has forgiven me, I would forgive the person^o hurts me,

not out of duty, but in humility.

6 Ideally, I would forgive the person a^o hurts me because if I do not, God will

not forgive me my sins.

7 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurts me out of gratitude for God's love

for me.

8 Ideally, I would forgive the person v^o hurts me because I know God loves

him/her.

9 Ideally, I would forgive a person who hurts me because forgiving is the morally

right thing to do.

10 Ideally, I would forgive a person who hurts me because I was taught to forgive.

1

1

Ideally, I would forgive a person \^iio hurts me because it is my duty to forgive.

12 Ideally, I would forgive a person who hurts me to help him/her to get past the

situation and move on.

13 Ideally, forgiveness means giving a person \^o hurts me a second chance.

14 Ideally, I would forgive a person who hurts me very quickly.

15 Ideally, it would take me a long time to forgive a person who hurts me.

16 Ideally, forgiving a person who hurts me means accepting what happened and

just getting over it.
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Table 24 (continued). Statements used to examine the ideal domain of forgiveness

beliefs.

1

7

Ideally, forgiving a person >^o hurts me would mean accepting their flaws.

18 Ideally, even though I would forgive a person who hurts me, this person would

deserve to be punished.

1

9

Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurts me, but only after I saw that s/he

had been punished for what s/he had done.

20 Ideally, I would forgive a person who hurts me even when I don't think that

justice will be done.

21 Ideally, I would forgive a person who hurts me when it doesn't seem fair that I

would have to do anything for this person, much less forgive.

22 Ideally, forgivmg a person who hurts me means lettmg him/her off the hook.

23 Ideally, I would forgive a person who hurts me if s/he had good reason for doing

what s/he did.

24 Ideally, I would forgive a person who hurts me when "I had it coming to me."

25 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurts me because we're all human - we

all make mistakes.

26 Ideally, forgiving a person who hurts me would mean just forgetting what

happened.

27 Ideally, forgiving a person who hurts me does not mean forgettmg what

happened.

28 Ideally, forgiving a person who hurts me means seeing the whole person for

what s/he is, not just the hurtful thing s/he did to me.
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Table 24 (continued). Statements used to examine the ideal domain of forgiveness

beliefs.

29 Ideally, before I could forgive, I would have to talk with the person who hurts

me about what s/he did.

30 Ideally, I would let the person who hurts me know how I felt about what s/he did

before I could forgive him/her.

31 Ideally, forgiving a person \\1io hurts me means being able to move on with my

life - letting the past be the past

32 Ideally, forgiving a person who hurts me means no longer dwelling on what

happened.

33 Ideally, forgiving a person who hurts me doesn't necessarily mean completely

trusting him/her.

34 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurts me would mean trusting them again.

35 Ideally, I would forgive a person who hurts me to solve a problem.

36 Ideally, forgiving a person \^o hurts me would mean I would have to give up a

certain amount ofpower.

37 Ideally, forgiving a person who hurts me would make me feel powerfiil.

38 Ideally, forgiving a person who hurts me would make me feel like a weak

person.

39 Ideally, forgiving a person who hurts me would mean that I would not hold a

grudge against him/her.

40 Ideally, after forgiving a person who hurts me, I would try not to avoid him/her.

41 Ideally, after I have forgiven a person who hurts me, I would feel good about

him/her - just as good as I feh before s/he hurt me.
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Table 24 (continued). Statements used to examine the ideal domain of forgiveness

beliefs.

42 Ideally, after I have forgiven a person who hurts me, I would treat him/her just as

well as I did before s/he hurt me.

43 Ideally, even though I would forgive a person who hurts me, I would not make

up with him/her.

44 Ideally, after forgiving a person who hurts me, I would act in a civil manner

toward him/her.

45 Ideally, when I have forgiven the person who hurt me, it means that I would

never bring it up again - 1 would wipe the slate clean.

46 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurts me would mean telling him/her outright

"I forgive you."

47 Ideally, I would be able to forgive the person who hurts me only after s/he

admits that what s/he did was wrong.

48 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurts me only when s/he takes

responsibility for what s/he did.

49 Ideally, I would be able to forgive the person who hurts me only after s/he

apologizes to me.

50 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurts me only when I know s/he would

never do this to me again.

5

1

Ideally, I would never forgive the person who hurts me even when I know s/he

might hurt me again.

52 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurts me to show that I am the bigger

person.
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Table 24 (continued). Statements used to examine the ideal domain of forgiveness

beliefs.

53 Ideally, I would forgive the person wdio hurts me >\^en I know that s/he did not

mean to hurt me.

54 Ideally, I would find it easier to forgive the person who hurts me when we have a

close relationship.

55 Ideally, I would find it easier to forgive the person >^o hurts me y^fhen we have a

close relationship.

56 Ideally, I would forgive a person \^o hurts me because I know it would make

me feel better.

57 Ideally, I would forgive the person v^o hurts me to get rid ofmy feelings of

anger and resentment for what s/he did.

58 Ideally, forgiving the person wlio hurts me means that I would no longer feel

anger or resentment.

59 Ideally, even w^en I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I would still have

negative feelings about him/her.

60 Ideally, I would forgive the person vAio hurt me vAien I understood what led

him/her to do what s/he did.

61 Ideally, forgiving the person who hurt me means, basically, just pretending that

nothing had happened.

62 Ideally, I would forgive the person wiio hurt me because not forgiving him/her

would only hurt me more.

63 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurts me because I believe that forgiving

makes the world a better place.
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Table 24 (continued). Statements used to examine the ideal domain of forgiveness beliefs.

64 Ideally, I would forgive a person ^^o hurts me because I believe that everything

is forgivable - nothing is unforgivable.

65 Ideally, I would forgive a person who hurts me if s/he'd had a tough life.

66 Ideally, I would forgive the person who hurts me if I were able to put myself in

his/her shoes.
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Appendix C: Statements Used in the Ought Domain of Forgiveness Beliefs Q-Sort

Table 25. Statements used in the sort examining the ought domain of forgiveness beliefs.

1 I should make a conscious choice to forgive the person ^^ilo hurt me.

2 Forgiveness should be given - like a gift - to a person who hurts me.

3 I should forgive a person who hurts me out of love for him/her.

4 I should forgive a person who hurts me out of compassion for him/her.

5 Just as God has forgiven me, I should forgive a person who hurts me, not out of

duty, but in humility.

6 I should forgive the person who hurts me because if I do not, God will not

forgive me my sins.

7 I should forgive the person who hurts me out of gratitude for God's love for me.

8 I should forgive the person who hurts me because I know God loves him/her.

9 I should forgive a person who hurts me because forgiving is the morally right

thing to do.

10 I should forgive a person wlio hurts me because I was taught to forgive.

11 I should forgive a person who hurts me because it is my duty to forgive.

12 I should forgive a person who hurts me to help him/her get past the situation and

move on.

13 Forgiveness should mean giving the person who hurts me a second chance.

14 I should forgive a person who hurts me very quickly.

15 It should take a long time to forgive a person who hurts me.

16 Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean accepting what happened and just

getting over it.

17 Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean accepting their flaws.

18 Even after forgiving a person who hurts me, they should be punished.
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Table 25 (continued). Statements used in the sort examining the ought domain of

forgiveness beliefs.

19 I should forgive the person who hurts me, but only after I saw that s/he had been

punished for what s/he had done.

20 I should forgive a person >^o hurts me even when I don't think that justice will

be done.

21 I should forgive a person who hurts me even \^en it doesn't seem fair that I

would have to do anything for this person, much less forgive.

22 Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean letting him/her offthe hook.

23 I should forgive a person who hurts me if s/he has a good reason for doing what

s/he did.

24 I should forgive a person who hurts me when "I have it coming to me."

25 I should forgive the person wlio hurts me because we're all human - we all make

mistakes.

26 Forgiving a person^o hurts me should mean just forgetting what happened.

27 Forgiving a person who hurts me should not mean forgetting vs^t happened.

28 Forgivmg a person wlio hurts me should mean seeing the whole person for what

s/he is, not just the hurtfiil thing s/he did to me.

29 I should not forgive until I have talked with the person who hurts me about wliat

s/he did.

30 I should let the person a^o hurts me know how I feel about her -what s/he did

before I forgive him/her,

3

1

Forgiving a person ^^o hurts me should mean being able to move on with my

life - letting the past be the past.
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Table 25 (continued). Statements used in the sort examining the ought domain of

forgiveness beliefs.

32 Forgiving the person who hurts me ought to mean no longer dwelling on what

happened.

33 Forgiving a person who hurts me should not necessarily mean completely

trusting him/her.

34 Forgiving the person vAio hurts me should mean trusting them again.

35 I should forgive a person who hurts me to solve a problem.

36 Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean I would have to give up a certain

amount ofpower.

37 Forgiving a person who hurts me should make me feel powerful.

38 Forgiving a person who hurts me should make me feel Uke a weak person.

39 Forgiving a person who hurts me should mean that I would not hold a grudge

against him/her.

40 After forgiving a person who hurts me, I should not try to avoid him/her.

41 After I have forgiven a person who hurts me, I should feel good about him/her -

just as good as I felt before s/he hurt me.

42 After I have forgiven a person who hurts me, I should treat him/her just as well

as I did before s/he hurt me.

43 Even after forgiving a person who hurts me, I should not make up with him/her.

44 After forgivmg a person who hurts me, I should act in a civil manner toward

him/her.

45 When I have forgiven the person who hurt me, it should mean that I would never

bring it up again - 1 would wipe the slate clean.
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Table 25 (continued). Statements used in the sort examining the ought domain of

forgiveness beliefs.

46 Forgiving the person who hurts me should mean telling him/her outright "I

forgive you."

47 I ought to be able to forgive the person >^o hurts me only after s/he admits that

what s/he did was wrong.

48 I ou^t to forgive the person w^o hurts me only when s/he takes responsibility

for what s/he did.

49 I ought to be able to forgive the person vjho hurts me only after s/he qx)logizes

to me.

50 I should forgive the person who hurts me only when I know s/he would never do

this to me again.

51 I should forgive the person who hurts me even ^^en I know s/he might hurt me

again.

52 I should forgive the person \^^o hurts me to show that I am the bigger person.

53 I should forgive the person who hurts me when I know that s/he did not mean to

hurt me.

54 I ought to find it easier to forgive the person who hurts me when we have a close

relationship.

55 I should find it harder to forgive the person who hurts me when we have a close

relationship.

56 I should forgive the person who hurts me because I know it will make me feel

better.
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Table 25 (continued). Statements used in the sort examining the ought domain of

forgiveness beliefs.

57 I should forgive the person who hurts me to get rid ofmy feelings of anger and

resentment for what s/he did.

58 Forgiving the person who hurts me should mean that I would no longer feel

anger or resentment.

59 Even when I have forgiven the person who hurt me, I should still have negative

feelings about him/her.

60 I should forgive the person who hurt me when I understood what led him/her to

do what s/he did.

61 Forgiving the person who hurt me should mean, basically, just pretending that

nothing had happened.

62 I should forgive the person who hurt me because not forgiving would only hurt

me more.

63 I should forgive the person who hurts me because I believe that forgiving makes

the world a better place.

64 I should forgive the person who hurts me because I believe that everything is

forgivable - nothing is unforgivable.

65 I should forgive a person who hurts me if s/he'd had a tough life.

66 I should forgive the person who hurts me if I were able to put myself in his/her

shoes.
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