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ABSTRACT 

Forgiveness is a nebulous construct. There are many ways to define forgiveness, and as many ways 

to measure it. The two predominant ways to measure forgiveness are with relationship-focused 

measures (Interpersonal) and self-focused measures (Intrapersonal).  With inconsistencies in 

predictor outcomes of forgiveness reported in forgiveness literature, this meta-analysis aimed to 

investigate whether the type of forgiveness measure used impacted upon these inconsistencies. To 

explore this issue, the current study meta-analysed results from 96 independent studies, exploring 

the correlations between Intrapersonal and Interpersonal forgiveness measures with two 

established predictors of forgiveness: Relationship Quality and Transgression Severity, to 

determine whether these predictor outcomes differed based on the type of measure used. The study 

hypothesised that Interpersonal measures would exhibit larger correlations between forgiveness 

and Relationship Quality and smaller correlations with Transgressions Severity, in comparison to 

Intrapersonal measures. Additionally, key study characteristics including the study design, 

transgression methodology and predictor measurement, were explored. Results demonstrated that 

contrary to expectations, Intrapersonal and Interpersonal measures reported similar effects on both 

predictors; with medium, positive correlations for Relationship Quality (r = .42, r = .38,  

respectively) and small negative correlations for Transgression Severity (r = -.26, r = -.23, 

respectively). These findings suggest that Intrapersonal and Interpersonal measures are 

consistently measuring forgiveness. However, additional exploratory analyses run on common 

Intrapersonal and Interpersonal measures showed discrepancy in predictor outcomes among the 

measure types. Thus, future research should investigate additional forgiveness predictors such as 

intent and apology, to shed more understandings into this matter. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

1.1 Forgiveness Research  

The last 30 years have witnessed a growth of scholarship and support on the topic of 

forgiveness (for a review, see Fehr, Gelfand & Nag, 2010). Currently, there are over 7,000 peer-

reviewed forgiveness articles as cited in the Scopus database (verified 03.09.18). Research has 

shown that forgiveness is valuable for human health and well-being, with evidence demonstrating 

that when offered, forgiveness can serve as a psychological buffer; protecting against health-

eroding processes that can arise from conflict (Fehr et al., 2010; Tabak & McCullough, 2011; 

Worthington, Witvliet, Pietrini & Miller, 2007). Despite this progress, forgiveness remains a 

nebulous construct. While there seems to be a general consensus among researchers that 

forgiveness at least includes a prosocial change towards the transgressor (McCullough, Thoresen, 

& Pargament, 2000); forgiveness is nevertheless difficult to define. There are numerous definitions 

of forgiveness, and consequently, just as many ways of measuring it. This review will argue that 

this could be problematic, by demonstrating that how forgiveness is measured could affect the 

conclusions that are drawn about this large body of work.  

 

  1.2 Defining Interpersonal Forgiveness: forgiveness for the sake of the relationship 

Forgiveness is often an interpersonal process (between one offender and one victim (Fehr 

et al., 2010)), although it is possible for there to be multiple offenders and forgivers, as in the case 

with group-level forgiveness. When exploring forgiveness between two people, it has often been 

conceptualized as a response that focuses on the relationship (Strelan, McKee, Calic, Cook, & 
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Shaw, 2013). The relationship has always influenced decisions surrounding forgiveness, as 

highlighted through interdependence (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978), investment (Finkel, Rusbult, 

Kumashiro, & Hannon, 2002) and evolutionary (McCullough, 2008) theories.  

 

1.2.1 Key concepts of Interpersonal forgiveness: Empathy and Altruism  

Batson’s (1990) theory on the link between altruism and empathy was employed to 

conceptualise Interpersonal forgiveness.  Empathy can be defined as an emotion that is congruent 

with the emotion experienced by another person, and encompasses positive connotations such as 

sympathy, tenderness and compassion (Batson, 1990; McCullough, Rachal, & Worthington, 1997). 

When an individual feels empathy towards another person, this activates the human capacity for 

altruism, which motivates a desire to help that person (Batson, 1990). Applying this reasoning to 

forgiveness; empathy for an offending partner can develop, which can in turn elicit the capacity to 

care for the needs of that person (McCullough et al., 1997). This empathy-elicited caring may 

emerge as a result of three foci: (a) empathy may influence the victim to feel compassion for the 

offender, who may be feeling guilt, distress or isolation after committing the transgression, which 

has in turn caused an estranged relationship; (b) empathy may resonate to caring for the offender 

because the offender feels lonely and isolated as a result of their estranged relationship; and (c) 

empathy may simply influence the victim to want to restore the breached relationship (McCullough 

et al., 1998; McCullough et al., 1997) Thus, a desire to help an offender based on empathy-elicited 

caring can be reflected in a victim’s willingness to forgive the offender (McCullough et al., 1997). 
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  1.2.2 Defining Interpersonal forgiveness 

Based on the idea that forgiveness is facilitated by empathy-eliciting motivational changes, 

McCullough and colleagues (1997, pp. 321-322) outlined their definition of forgiveness as a “set 

of motivational changes whereby one becomes (a) decreasingly motivated to retaliate against an 

offending relationship partner, (b) decreasingly motivated to maintain estrangement from the 

offender, and (c) increasingly motivated by conciliation and goodwill for the offender”. Thus, 

when a person is transgressed by another, their natural protective tendency to fight or flee from the 

offender subsequently involves motivations to either get even and bring harm to the offender or 

avoid the transgressor altogether. Forgiveness occurs when a motivational transformation takes 

place, whereby the victim no longer seeks revenge or avoids the transgressor, and instead engages 

in conciliatory behaviours (McCullough et al., 1998; McCullough et al., 1997).  

 

1.2.3 Exploring Interpersonal measures of forgiveness 

Interpersonal forgiveness has influenced the development of forgiveness measures that 

capture these positive (reconciliation and goodwill) and negative (revenge and avoidance) 

motivations. Common Interpersonal measures applied in forgiveness literature include: (a) the 

Transgression Related Interpersonal Motivations Inventory (TRIM; McCullough et al., 1998), (b) 

the Marital Offense Forgiveness Scale (MOFS; Paleari, Regalia, & Fincham, 2009) and (c) the 

Relationship Forgiveness Scale (RFS; Fincham, Beach, & Davila, 2004). Examples of statements 

measuring negative vengeful motivations include “I’ll make him or her pay” (TRIM; McCullough 

et al., 1998, p.1603), and “I thought about how I could get even” (RFS; Fincham et al., 2004, p.74); 

while negative avoidance statements include “I’d keep as much distance between us as possible” 

(TRIM; McCullough et al., 1998, p.1603). In contrast, examples of positive motivational 
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statements include “although he/she hurt me, I definitely put what happened aside so that we could 

resume our relationship” (MOFS; Paleari et al., 2009, p.196) and “Despite what he/she did, I want 

us to have a positive relationship again” (TRIM; McCullough, Fincham & Tsang, 2003, p.544). 

These examples illustrate that Interpersonal forgiveness measures forgiveness as reconciliation. 

Hence, Interpersonal forgiveness is considered a relationship-oriented measure, where forgiveness 

serves to restore the relationship.  

 

1.3 Defining Intrapersonal forgiveness: forgiveness for the sake of the self 

Relationships, while important influences of forgiveness, are not the sole reason why 

people choose to forgive. Indeed, self-report surveys have shown that people nominate self-healing 

as one of the leading reasons for forgiving (Strelan et al., 2013). Thus, forgiveness has additionally 

been conceptualized as an internalized process (Riek & Mania, 2012). An internalized process is 

an experience that occurs within the self and is not necessarily communicated to an offender 

(Strelan et al., 2013). Support for Intrapersonal forgiveness has been demonstrated in decision 

making research, as evidence suggests that emotions play a pivotal role in the decision-making 

process (Lichtenfeld, Buechner, Maier, & Fernández-Capo, 2015). Thus, forgiveness has been 

further conceptualized as a process that occurs to heal the self. 

 

1.3.1 Key concepts: emotional and decisional forgiveness 

Intrapersonal forgiveness was first conceptualised via two experiences of individual 

forgiveness: emotional and decisional forgiveness (Worthington, Sharp, Lerner, & Sharp, 2006; 

Worthington et al., 2007) Emotional forgiveness encompasses internalized processes such as 

removing negative emotions and replacing these with positive feelings toward a transgressor 
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(Worthington et al., 2006). Although self-oriented, this form of forgiveness can be influenced by 

non-self-oriented emotions such as gratitude, humility and hope (Worthington et al., 2006). 

Conversely, decisional forgiveness is rooted in the ethical framework that mandates forgiveness; 

and takes account of the behavioural intention that the victim exhibits toward the offender 

(Worthington et al., 2006). 

 

1.3.2 Defining Intrapersonal forgiveness 

As grounded by emotional and decisional forgiveness, Intrapersonal forgiveness can be 

defined as the removal of negative affect and emotion, and emergence of positive affect and 

emotion towards a transgressor (Riek & Mania, 2012; Worthington & Wade, 1999). Intrapersonal 

forgiveness is primarily used as a self-coping mechanism. Therefore, victim’s do not typically 

engage in retaliatory or avoidance behaviours because the offender’s welfare is not considered 

(Strelan et al., 2013). Moreover, it is quite possible for forgiveness to occur without the victim re-

establishing an active relationship with the offender, or even making it known to the offender that 

they have been forgiven (Riek & Mania, 2012). Thus, when victims use forgiveness primarily as 

an internalized coping mechanism in response to a transgression, forgiveness serves to benefit the 

self. 

 

1.3.3 Exploring Intrapersonal measures of forgiveness 

Intrapersonal forgiveness has similarly influenced researchers to develop forgiveness 

scales; however, unlike Interpersonal measures, Intrapersonal measures are oriented towards 

measuring positive and negative internal feelings rather than positive and negative reconciliatory 

motivations. Examples of common Intrapersonal measures of forgiveness include: the Enright 
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Forgiveness Inventory (EFI; Enright & Rique, 2004), the Emotional Forgiveness Scale (EFS; 

Worthington et al., 2007), the Decisional Forgiveness Scale (DFS; Worthington et al., 2007) and 

the Rye Forgiveness Scale (RFS; Rye et al., 2001). Statements measuring removal of negative 

emotions include “I no longer feel upset when I think of him or her” (EFS; Worthington et al., 

2015, p. 486) and “I have been able to let go of my anger toward the person who wronged me” 

(RFS; Rye et al., 2001, p.274).  Statements measuring positive emotions include “I think that many 

of the emotional wounds related to this person’s wrongful actions have healed” (RFS; Rye et al., 

2001, p.274) and “I feel love toward him or her” (EFS; Worthington et al., 2015, p.486). These 

examples further demonstrate that Intrapersonal forgiveness is centred around the victim’s internal 

states, where the purpose of forgiving is to alleviate negative emotions and replace these with 

positive emotions.  

 

1.4 Variation in the types of forgiveness measures used 

A review conducted by Worthington et al. (2015) revealed that typing ‘transgression related 

interpersonal’ (i.e. the TRIM) into PsycINFO yielded 148 results. This was more than twice as 

many as the next most used measure being the EFI. This suggests that the predominant measures 

used in forgiveness research are Interpersonal measures followed by Intrapersonal measures.  

Alternative ways to measure forgiveness have been developed based on different concepts 

of what it means to forgive. One method has been to measure forgiveness behaviourally by 

implementing moral dilemmas, for instance the Prisoner’s Dilemma Game (Wade, 1989). In this 

way, forgiveness has been defined in behavioural terms, by observing an individual’s cooperative 

responses to an opponent’s initial competitive move (Wade, 1989). Another method has been to 

include single scales that provide general, close-ended statements to determine whether the 
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offender has been forgiven. These various types of measures can become problematic when 

reviewing the outcomes reported in forgiveness literature, as discussed in the following sections. 

 

1.5 Predictors of forgiveness: Relationship Quality and Transgression Severity 

1.5.1 Relationship Quality predicting forgiveness 

Past literature has demonstrated a well-founded association between Relationship Quality 

and forgiveness (for review, see Fehr et al., 2010). Relationship Quality describes the perceived 

closeness, satisfaction and value experienced between individuals within an interpersonal 

relationship. Literature predominantly reports Relationship Quality as positively associated with 

forgiveness (see Finkel et al., 2002; Karremans & Van Lange, 2004; McCullough et al., 1998; 

Tsang, McCullough, & Fincham, 2006). Namely, victims who feel closer and more satisfied in 

their interpersonal relationship are more likely to forgive their offender. This finding can be 

understood via the concept of embeddedness. Embeddedness describes how an individual that 

holds strong ties to a relationship can become ‘stuck’ within that relationship when transgressed 

by their offender, because dissolution would entail significant sacrifice to the victim (Fehr et al., 

2010). For example, relationships between family members or spouses would entail significant 

sacrifice if the relationship were to end. Therefore, embedded and important relationships are more 

likely to see a victim forgive their offender. 

 

1.5.2 Transgression Severity predicting forgiveness 

Transgression Severity refers to the amount of negative affect that a victim experiences in 

response to a relational transgression (Vallade & Myers, 2014). Past literature predominantly 

reports a negative relationship between Transgression Severity and forgiveness; with more severe 
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transgressions reporting less forgiveness by a victim (see Fincham, Jackson, & Beach, 2005; 

Karremans & Van Lange, 2005; Riek, 2010). This association can be understood from a cognitive 

perspective; such that severity facilitates negative impressions of the offender, who becomes 

associated with the negative event and is thus judged as undeserving of forgiveness (McCullough 

et al., 2003).  

 

1.6 Exploring discrepancy with Relationship Quality and Transgression Severity  

Albeit past research predominantly reporting positive associations between Relationship 

Quality and forgiveness, and negative associations between Transgression Severity and 

forgiveness; reviewing the literature shows that there is discrepancy in these patterns of results (for 

review, see Riek & Mania, 2012). For example, Relationship Quality and forgiveness have been 

negatively associated (see Dillow, Malachowski, Brann, & Weber, 2011; Sheldon, Gilchrist-Petty, 

& Lessley, 2014; Strelan et al., 2013). Moreover, Transgression Severity and forgiveness have 

been reported as positively related, with severe transgressions (threat and physical harm) emerging 

as one of the more forgivable offenses (Bachman & Guerrero, 2006). One plausible explanation 

for these discrepancies may result from the application of different types of instruments used to 

measure forgiveness. This concern will be discussed further in the following sections. 

 

1.6.1 Reconciliation contrasted with forgiveness 

As addressed earlier, literature predominantly reports forgiveness with Interpersonal 

measures, which are based on relationship restoration and seem to measure forgiveness more as 

reconciliation. However, reconciliation and forgiveness are distinct processes that should not be 

used interchangeably. Reconciliation can be defined as the positive emergence of a relationship 
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after a transgression (Riek & Mania, 2012). Although forgiveness contains relationship-restorative 

potential, forgiveness does not necessarily entail reconciliation, as demonstrated via Intrapersonal 

forgiveness (Fincham, 2000). Therefore, when studies use forgiveness measures that are based on 

reconciliation, it is difficult to know whether the outcome is reflecting human behaviour, or is 

influenced by the measure used. 

 

1.6.2 Exploring discrepancy with Relationship Quality 

Given the arguments presented thus far, it would seem reasonable to conclude that 

Relationship Quality would show stronger responses on forgiveness for Interpersonal measures in 

comparison to Intrapersonal measures.  A measure based on reconciliation (Interpersonal) that 

places the victim to think about the importance of the relationship, may influence the victim to 

report on Relationship Quality as having a greater impact on the forgiveness process than was 

warranted by the situation. Moreover, a measure based on self-healing (Intrapersonal) that does 

not position the victim to think about the offender, or the importance of the relationship with the 

offender, may be less likely to position the victim to report that Relationship Quality influenced 

the forgiveness process. Considering these arguments; the first pair of hypotheses are proposed: 

H1: Measures of Relationship Quality will be more strongly (and positively) associated 

with measures of forgiveness that lean towards measuring forgiveness as relationship restoration.  

H2: There will be weaker (but still positive) relations between measures of Relationship 

Quality and internalized measures of forgiveness. 
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1.6.3 Exploring discrepancy with Transgression Severity 

The severity of the transgression is likely to affect a victim’s forgiveness whether they 

focus on forgiveness for themselves, or for their relationship. However, because Intrapersonal 

forgiveness orients towards measuring the emotional status of the victim, thus does not factor in a 

motivation to restore a relationship; victim’s would be expected to report on Transgression 

Severity truthfully. The severity of the transgression remaining intact may influence lower 

forgiveness scores being reported; as greater harm from conflicts can facilitate greater negative 

impressions of the offender, thus a lower perceived deservingness of forgiveness (McCullough et 

al., 2003). Contrastingly, to occasion a simpler forgiveness process that serves to preserve the 

relationship, Interpersonal measures may influence the victim to reduce the severity of the offence. 

This may produce more forgiveness reported on Interpersonal measures because the transgression 

is perceived as less severe, making it easier to forgive an offender. Based on this reasoning, the 

final two hypotheses are proposed: 

H3: There will be a weaker (and negative) association between measures of Transgression 

Severity and any measure of forgiveness that tends to be relationship-oriented.  

H4: There will be stronger (but still negative) associations between a measure of 

Transgression Severity and an internalized measure of forgiveness.  

 

1.7 The Current study 

Forgiveness research has an important objective; to provide educational findings to the 

community about when and why people forgive. Therefore, it is important for knowledge sake at 

the very least, to determine whether the types of forgiveness measures used affect how or when 

forgiveness is predicted. The basis of the current study is to address this issue via a quantitative 
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meta-analytic synthesis of the forgiveness literature. Meta-analytic research can serve as an 

important tool for empirical integration of research as it allows for clearer comparison of theories 

and approaches of a given topic (Fehr et al., 2010). Only through a systematic empirical 

investigation of the forgiveness literature can the types of forgiveness measures be explored, to 

determine whether the type of measure used affects how or when forgiveness is predicted.  

This review identified five published meta-analyses within the forgiveness literature. Two 

focused on forgiveness intervention and promotion of wellbeing (Aalgaard, Bolen, & Nugent, 

2016; Akhtar & Barlow, 2016); one addressed the link between self-control and forgiveness 

(Burnette et al., 2014) and two investigated the conditions under which forgiveness is granted 

(Fehr et al., 2010; Riek & Mania, 2012). These analyses did not however explore forgiveness 

measures themselves or look for biases and differences in outcomes as based on the type of 

measure used. No meta-analysis to date has investigated whether the instruments used to measure 

forgiveness influence the variation in predictor outcomes. Thus, the current meta-analysis 

represents the first empirical review to address this issue.  

 

1.8 Moderators: design, reporting of predictors and transgression methodology 

It is important to consider how sample and study characteristics might further impact upon 

the results; a consideration that can be met by utilising a meta-analysis. This meta-analysis is the 

first of its kind, thus will take an exploratory approach to understand how sample and study 

characteristics moderate the findings. Therefore, specific hypotheses will not be formulated for the 

moderator variables. This meta-analysis will explore the moderating effects of three study 

characteristics: methodology (recall vs hypothetical transgression); study design (experimental vs 
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non-experimental); and how the predictors were reported (subjective or objective/manipulated).  

The following sections will explain the decisions to include these variables as moderators.  

 

1.8.1 Transgression methodology: recall vs hypothetical  

Forgiveness research consists of transgressions that are predominantly classified as recall 

scenarios or hypothetical scenarios. Recall scenarios instruct participants to report on forgiveness 

based on events that actually occurred to them, either from a past event or a recent transgression 

that was created in a laboratory context (Fehr et al., 2010). Hypothetical scenarios are fictitious 

scenarios presented to participants, who are instructed to imagine and report on how they would 

react in that situation. Recall scenarios have the advantage of realism however fall short in their 

ability to control for extraneous variables (such as the severity of the transgression or scenario 

reported by participants); while hypothetical scenarios face the reverse dilemma (Fehr et al., 2010). 

As such, the current study will examine the influence of recall versus hypothetical scenarios on 

forgiveness to determine whether they impact the results differently.   

 

1.8.2 Study design: non-experimental vs experimental 

The predominant research designs used in forgiveness literature are non-experimental 

designs. Non-experimental designs are often self-reported responses to questionnaires regarding a 

transgression, while experiments often manipulate a variable of interest in relation to forgiveness. 

Non-experimental designs like recall scenarios, are more applicable to the real world, while 

experimental designs create artificial settings that can lack realism. Therefore, it is possible that 

the study design impacts upon results. 
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1.8.3 Predictor measurement: subjective vs objective/manipulated 

How predictors are measured refers to whether the participant reports on predictor 

outcomes (subjective), or whether an independent rater judges the severity of the offence 

(objective), as well as whether the researcher manipulates Relationship Quality (manipulated). The 

level of investment in the relationship could potentially result in inflated or underrated reports on 

severity, while an objective rater should provide an impartial judgement. Moreover, manipulating 

Relationship Quality using an experimental design may provide different results in comparison to 

self-report ratings on Relationship Quality measures. Therefore, the method of predictor 

measurement may further influence differences in outcomes between studies.   
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CHAPTER 2 

Method 

2.1 Literature search and inclusion criteria 

A comprehensive search of the literature published prior to April 2018 was performed using 

the PsycINFO, PubMed and Scopus databases under the guidance of an expert research librarian. 

Search term grids were developed for each database to tailor their specific indexing terms (see 

Appendix A and B for detailed search strategies and search terms used). To maximise the coverage 

of articles, limits were not set on publication dates of articles, and search terms were kept broad, 

for example “forg*v*” (to cover variants such as forgive, forgiveness, forgave and forgiving). 

The following criteria determined whether a study was eligible for inclusion in this meta-

analysis: (1) the focus of this meta-analysis was on interpersonal forgiveness (forgiveness between 

one victim and one offender), thus group, self and third-party forgiveness was excluded; (2) 

forgiveness was reported and measured from the victim’s perspective; (3) the study employed a 

state measure of forgiveness (for example the TRIM; McCullough et al., 1998) (4) the study 

contained at least one of the key correlates of forgiveness (Relationship Quality and/or 

Transgression Severity); (5) quantitative data was presented in a way so that a bivariate 

relationship (e.g. r, t values or group means) could be computed between the two measures; (6) the 

study was published in a peer-reviewed journal (‘gray’ literature excluded) in English; and (7) the 

study was original research data with sample size N >1 (excluding reviews and case studies).  

 

2.2 Study Eligibility 

The literature search identified 4,320 articles, 2,332 which were duplicates. The titles and 

abstracts of the remaining 1,988 articles were reviewed against the aforementioned 



FORGIVENESS META-ANALYSIS  

15 

 

inclusion/exclusion criteria, after which full-text versions of 333 studies were retrieved for detailed 

screening. The inclusion criteria was reapplied, which reduced the final number of eligible studies 

to 103 (see figure 1 for a summary of the selection process). Most studies were excluded at this 

stage due to lack of data reported in a manner that enabled calculation of an effect size (n =38) or 

did not include one of the relevant predictors of forgiveness (n = 83).  

A requirement of meta-analyses is for participants to be independent of those used in other 

studies, as samples can only contribute to one calculation of a mean effect size (Rosenthal, 1995). 

Treating non-independent studies as independent can create test errors and distort the magnitude 

of the effect (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001; Rosenthal, 1995). One solution is to combine non-

independent studies and treat them as one single independent study (Rosenthal, 1995). Thus, 

independence was examined for each study and three samples were identified as being followed 

longitudinally, with outcomes reported in five (Fincham, Paleari, & Regalia, 2002; Paleari, Regalia, 

& Fincham, 2005, 2009, 2010, 2011), three (Bonach, 2009; Bonach & Sales, 2002; Bonach, Sales, 

& Koeske, 2005) and two (Davidson, Lozano, Cole, & Gervais, 2013, 2015) separate papers. The 

data were collated and treated as three independent studies respectively. This further reduced the 

final number of studies to 96 (refer to Appendix C for a summary of studies).  
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2.3 Data collection and organisation 

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 

guidelines; Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff & Altman, 2009) were used to design and report this meta-

analysis. As such, a data extraction coding sheet was formulated to collate the following 

information from each study: (a) background demographic information (age, gender, participant 

recruitment, country of origin and ethnicity); (b) study design (experimental, non-experimental); 

(c) forgiveness measure name (e.g. TRIM, EFI); (d) forgiveness measure type (Interpersonal, 

Intrapersonal, single or behavioural); (e) predictor information (severity of transgression, 

closeness of relationship); (f) transgression methodology (recall or hypothetical scenario); (g) who 

the transgressor was (e.g. intimate) and (f) the effect size between forgiveness and  predictor 

outcome (refer to appendix D for coding sheet). 

 

2.4 Data Preparation 

Prior to analysing the data, the following steps were taken to prepare the data for analysis; 

firstly, the forgiveness measures from each study were evaluated and classified as either 

Intrapersonal, Interpersonal, single or behavioural measures of forgiveness. Measures that were a 

combination of types (e.g. Intrapersonal and Interpersonal) were placed into separate categories. 

When it was not clear which category a forgiveness measure fit into, second opinions were sought 

from by the supervisors. Additionally, a small number of studies contained measures that did not 

fit into the four types. These ‘other’ measures were not reported in this study because they did not 

provide useful information for the purpose of this meta-analysis. Furthermore, the time constraints 

inherent in an honours thesis meant that it was not possible to have another person independently 
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code the articles. Therefore, when unsure of a particular concept, clarification was sought from by 

the supervisors.    

Secondly, where a study reported both the total score of forgiveness and relevant predictor, 

as well as the individual scale score results, only the total score was included in the analysis to 

reduce the overall number of individual effect sizes included. Third, where only the mean was 

provided, standard deviations were estimated using the methods recommended by Wan, Wang, Liu, 

and Tong (2014). Finally, some studies reported higher values on a predictor as lower levels of 

forgiveness, whereas others reported higher values as greater levels of forgiveness. To adjust for 

these variations, all necessary statistics were recoded so that positive correlations indicated greater 

levels of forgiveness and were related to higher levels on that predictor variable.  

 

2.5 Statistical analyses and interpretation 

Analyses were performed using the Comprehensive Meta-Analysis software (CMA, 

version 3.0; Copyright 2014, Biostat, Inc., Englewood, NJ). The raw data were most frequently 

reported as Pearson’s product correlations (r) and additionally provided in the form of t values and 

means and standard deviations from independent groups. These study effects were transformed 

using Fisher’s Z scale for the calculation of relevant error statistics (Borenstein, Hedges, & Higgins, 

2009; Wolf, 1986), and were weighted by the inverse of their sampling error variances. This 

weighting acknowledges that the reliability of an individual effect is influenced by the size of the 

sample from which it is derived; effect sizes calculated from larger samples are more precise, have 

smaller variance and are therefore given a higher weighting (Cumming, 2012; Lipsey & Wilson, 

2001). Once weighted, Fisher’s Z scores were back-translated into correlations for interpretation 
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(Borenstein et al., 2009).  Correlations were interpreted using Cohen (1998) guidelines of r = 0.1, 

0.3 and 0.5 equating to small, medium and large effects, respectively.  

 

2.6 Between-subjects effects  

Correlations for this meta-analysis were calculated with a conservative random-effects 

model. A random-effects model assumes that the variation in effect sizes produced from individual 

studies is a result of the study design combined with sampling error; thus, under the random-effects 

model one allows the true effect sizes to differ (Borenstein, Hedges, Higgins, & Rothstein, 2010). 

By contrast, a fixed-effect model assumes that this variation is solely due to sampling error; thus, 

there is one true effect (Borenstein et al., 2010).  

Where a study reported multiple scores (e.g. forgiveness measured across multiple time 

points by the same participants) and these outcomes were eligible for inclusion in the same analysis, 

a mean effect was calculated to ensure that each study contributed only one effect size to any given 

analysis (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Heterogeneity was expected; thus, studies were grouped to 

examine the potential for moderating variables because it is suggested that the heterogeneity in 

findings between studies should be explored via sub-group analysis using a random-effects model 

(Borenstein et al., 2009). To examine moderation effects, each study was coded for the study design 

(experimental or non-experimental), predictor measurement (objective/manipulated or subjective) 

and the transgression methodology (recall or hypothetical). This enabled an exploration of whether 

the correlations reported in the current meta-analysis varied as a result of study characteristics.  

Heterogeneity was assessed using Cochran’s (1954) Q-statistic as well as the 𝐼2 index. A 

significant Q value suggests variability in effect sizes reported by different studies (Borenstein et 

al., 2009). The 𝐼2index serves to complement the Q statistic because unlike Q, 𝐼2 can quantify the 
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degree of heterogeneity in a meta-analysis by providing the percentage of total variation across 

studies that are due to heterogeneity rather than chance (Higgins, Thompson, Deeks, & Altman, 

2003; Huedo-Medina, Sanchez-Meca, Marin-Martinez, & Botella, 2006). Negative values are 

replaced with zero, so that 𝐼2  falls between 0-100%, with higher values corresponding to 

increasing heterogeneity (Higgins et al., 2003). 

To explore effect size distributions and to aid assistance in identifying outliers, forest plots 

were generated along with 95% confidence intervals. Confidence intervals that do not include zero 

indicate that there is a statistically significant difference between the forgiveness measure and 

associated predictor. Additionally, probability (p) values were reported to further assess the 

statistical significance of the effect sizes (p < .05 indicates a significant result).  

Finally, evidence suggests that studies that report statistically significant results are more 

likely to be published (referred to as the file drawer problem). Therefore, meta-analyses are 

unlikely to contain a random sample of all of the studies conducted (Rosenthal, 1995). Thus, to 

assess for publication bias, and the fact that non-peer-reviewed papers (‘gray’ literature) were 

excluded from this meta-analysis; Orwin’s (1983) Fail-safe N (Nfs) was utilised. Nfs calculates the 

number of unpublished studies required to reduce an observed finding to a small effect (Borenstein 

et al., 2009). A small effect was defined by 0.1 (or -0.1) for Pearson’s r (Cohen, 1998). If Nfs was 

larger than the number of studies contributing to that effect size (Nfs > Nstudies) then publication 

bias was unlikely to have influenced outcomes.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Results 

3.1 Study Characteristics 

Overall, the 96 independent studies yielded a total sample of 21, 223 participants. Studies 

were published between 1998 and 2018, with the majority originating from North America 

(Nstudies = 60). University students contributed to the majority of samples (Nstudies = 54). 

Furthermore, among the studies that reported ethnicity and gender, participants were 

predominantly Caucasian (Nparticipants = 7,853, 37%) and female (Nparticipants = 12,702, 63%). The 

participant mean age was 26.60, with an overall age range between 10-80 years. Studies 

predominantly utilised non-experimental designs with participants reporting on recall 

transgressions (Nstudies = 80 each) that rated Transgression Severity and Relationship Quality 

subjectively (Nstudies = 87 and 90 respectively). Further details surrounding participant 

demographics as well as a breakdown of study variables can be viewed in Table 1. 
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Table 1. 

Demographic and study characteristics for included articles  

 Studies Participants 
 Nstudies Nparticipants M SD % 

Sample size 96 21,223 221.07 154.74 100 
Age (years) 81 17,867 26.60 11.45 - 
Gender (F) 91 12, 702 140 108.46 63.20 

      
Participant recruitment      

University students 54 11,989 222.02 161.55 56.49 
General Community 25 4,387 175.48 125.63 20.67 

Online recruitment 4 1,050 262.50 168.19 4.95 
School students 5 1,116 223.20 146.17 5.26 

Combination 8 2,681 335.13 168.04 12.63 
Ethnicity      

Caucasian 50 7,853 157.06 110.31 37.00 
African/American 40 1,078 26.95 21.30 5.08 

Asian 31 2,223 71.70 72.43 10.47 
Hispanic 25 372 14.88 21.23 1.75 

Other 29 552 12.23 15.57 2.60 
Not reported 57 9,148 160.49 151.47 43.10 

Origin of study      

North America 60 12, 207 203.45 132.34 62.50 
Oceania 9 1,990 221.11 159.71 9.38 
Europe 16 2,970 185.63 100.69 16.67 

Asia 7 1,895 270.71 101.05 7.29 
Combined 4 2,162 540.50 346.37 4.16 

Type      

interpersonal 45 9,578 212.84 135.22 46.88 
intrapersonal 13 3,084 237.23 266.71 13.54 

single 13 3,239 249.15 148.59 13.54 
behavioural 1 106 - - 1.04 

combined 24 5,216 217.33 118.21 25.00 
Predictor      

Relationship quality 39 8989 230.48 135.54 40.62 
Transgression 

severity 
22 3599 163.59 93.78 22.92 

both 35 8635 246.71 195.00 36.46 
Transgression severity      

Low 2 575 287.50 153.44 2.08 
Medium 38 7,022 184.79 102.89 39.58 

High 11 1,624 147.64 143.31 11.46 
Low-medium 2 440 220.00 130.64 2.08 
Medium-high 11 2,560 232.73 156.16 11.46 

Variety/not reported 32 8,195 256.09 198.89 33.33 
Offense type      

Infidelity 6 1,193 198.83 128.59 6.23 
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 Note: Nstudies & Nparticipants = number of studies and participants contributing to each characteristic; M = 

mean number of participants; SD = standard deviation; TS= Transgression Severity; RQ = Relationship 

Quality 

 
 
 
  

Trust betrayal 11 2,553 232.09 129.91 11.46 
Work related 10 1,951 195.10 118.74 10.42 

divorce 3 395 131.67 93.04 3.13 
variety 10 2,269 226.90 116.34 10.42 

Other/not reported 56 12,862 229.68 177.43 58.33 
Offender      

Intimate 42 8,570 204.05 138.53 43.75 
Family/friend 14 3,223 230.21 132.08 14.58 

Work colleague 12 2,283 190.25 108.14 12.50 
variety 14 3,854 275.29 131.74 14.58 

Other/not reported 14 3,293 235.21 261.40 14.58 
Design      

Experimental 11 1,915 174.09 82.00 11.46 
Non-experimental 80 17,441 218.01 159.32 83.33 

Both 5 1,867 373.40 123.85 5.21 
Scenario      

Recall 80 17, 672 220.90 161.04 83.33 
Hypothetical 10 1,735 173.50 50.00 10.42 

both 6 1,406 234.33 112.08 6.25 
TS how measured      

Subjective 87 19,528 224.46 156.21 90.63 
Objective 4 763 190.75 52.02 4.17 

both 4 922 230.50 198.79 4.17 
Not reported 1 10  - 1.03 

RQ how measured      

Subjective 90 19,993 222.14 155.41 93.74 
Manipulated 3 721 240.33 25.53 3.13 

Both 3 509 169.67 43.75 3.13 
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3.2 Study variability: predictors and type of measure used in each study 

To address the variety of articles represented in this meta-analysis, studies were grouped 

according to the type of forgiveness measure that they utilised (Interpersonal, Intrapersonal, single 

or behavioural) as well as the predictor of forgiveness under investigation (Relationship Quality 

and/or Transgression Severity). The majority of articles (47%) measured forgiveness solely with 

an Interpersonal measure. Studies that included a combination of forgiveness measures with either 

one or both predictors were grouped together and contained the second largest proportion of studies 

(24%). This was followed by Intrapersonal and single (14% each), and least was one study 

reporting one behavioural measure (refer to figure 2 for a detailed break-down of study variability). 
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3.3 Relationship Quality 

3.3.1 Overall correlations for Relationship Quality predicting forgiveness  

Figure 3 shows the individual correlations between Relationship Quality and forgiveness 

for each study; which combined, contributed to providing an overall correlation between 

Relationship Quality and forgiveness. For the most part, studies reported positive associations 

between Relationship Quality and forgiveness. Supporting the first pair of hypotheses and in line 

with prior literature, the results demonstrated an overall significant and positive association 

between Relationship Quality and forgiveness (r = .35, p < .001). Following the guidelines of 

Cohen (1998), this effect is of medium strength.   
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Figure 3. Individual correlations for studies reporting an association between Relationship Quality and 

forgiveness. Studies are ranked from lowest to highest correlation value. Note: r = average weighted 

Pearson correlation. Nparticipants = total number of participants utilised to estimate a given effect; Lower CI 

and Upper CI = 95% confidence interval around r; p = probability of significance.  

Overall Individual study correlations: Relationship Quality 

Correlation 
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3.3.2 Main effects for Relationship Quality and the types of measures 

The first pair of hypotheses posited a stronger, positive effect between Relationship Quality 

and Interpersonal measures of forgiveness (hypothesis 1) and conversely, weaker (positive) effects 

for Relationship Quality and Intrapersonal measures of forgiveness (hypothesis 2). Table 2 showed 

that all measure types were positive and significant, however neither hypothesis was supported. 

Intrapersonal measures of forgiveness depicted the largest observed effect with r = .42. This 

medium effect was similar for Interpersonal, with r = .38. The additional measures exhibited 

effects ranging from small to medium: for Intrapersonal/single (r = .18), behavioural (r = .23), 

single (r = .34) and combined Intrapersonal/Interpersonal (r = .35).  Forest plots indicated that 

each type of forgiveness measure had varying confidence interval widths, suggesting different 

levels of precision across effect estimates (Sedwick, 2013).  

Table 2 further indicated that the Nfs statistics were for the most part, greater than the 

number of studies (i.e. Nfs > Nstudies), which suggests that the findings are unlikely to have 

encountered publication bias. However combined Intrapersonal/single had a lower Nfs statistic (Nfs 

= 3), which was likely influenced by the small number of studies making up this effect size (Nstudies 

= 4). Furthermore, the combined Intrapersonal/Interpersonal and behavioural measures exhibited 

small Nfs statistics (Nfs = 13 each). Although these values do not indicate publication bias; low Nfs 

outcomes should be interpreted carefully. Finally, most Q and 𝐼2 statistics indicated high levels of 

heterogeneity, suggesting that the findings from individual studies varied considerably, and thus a 

conservative random-effects model was the appropriate statistical model for this analysis.  
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Table 2. 

Main Effects between Relationship Quality and the types of forgiveness measures 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3.3 Sub-group analysis 

Given the aforementioned heterogeneity in the findings, subgroup analyses were carried 

out to examine the extent to which specific study variables contributed to the results obtained for 

Relationship Quality and the types of measures. Figure 4 (a, c & d) showed that there was not 

much variation in r values for each of the moderators for Interpersonal, Intrapersonal and single 

measures. The moderator outcomes for Interpersonal measures of forgiveness (figure 4 (a)) 

indicated that the only r value that differed was not reported in how measured. The value of interest 

(r = .64, p <.05) was a product from studies that did not report information for this moderator, 

therefore this effect cannot be interpreted.  

 

Measure type Nstudies Nparticipants 

 

r 95% CI Heterogeneity 

Q                𝑰𝟐 

Nfs Study 
References 

Intrapersonal 
/single 

4 490 .18** 
 

[.09, .26] 
 

2.92 0.00 3 
73, 75- 79, 

 

Behavioural 10 1659 .23* 
 
[.08, .37] 

 
87.24** 

 
89.68 13 

29, 32- 33, 44, 63, 83, 90, 
96-97 

 

Single 23 4137 .33** [.26, .41] 
 
 

171.70** 86.61 55 
1, 4, 24, 29, 31, 33, 44, 56, 
62- 63, 68, 69, 70- 72, 83, 

91, 97 
 

Intrapersonal 
/Interpersonal 

 

5 407 .35** 
. 
[.19, .50] 

 
13.79* 70.98 13 

5, 37, 103 
 

Interpersonal 56 9704 .38** 
 

[.34, .43] 
 

804.17** 
 

89.43 157 
6, 8-10, 12, 17-19, 21, 32, 

34- 36, 39, 40, 42, 44-45, 47, 
49-51, 53- 55, 57, 60, 62, 66, 
67, 71, 76-79, 81- 82, 85-89, 

96, 100, 102 
 

Intrapersonal 23 3851 .42** 
 
[.34, .49] 

 
210.05** 89.05 74 

2, 11-12, 14-16, 27-28, 41, 
43, 48, 52, 61, 85-87, 92 

 

 Note. r = average weighted Pearson correlation; Nstudies and Nparticipants = total number of 

studies and participants utilised to estimate a given effect; 95% CI = 95% confidence interval 

around r; Q-statistic = test for heterogeneity; 𝐼2= effect of heterogeneity in percent form; Nfs 

= number of studies needed to shift the observed effect to include zero. 

*p < .05. *** p < .001. 

 

Correlation 
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Figure 4 (c) showed that the moderator effects for Intrapersonal forgiveness were medium 

and significant (r range .41- .48, p < .001). The similarity in magnitude makes it unclear of where 

the differences lie. Figure 4 (d) showed a difference between objective and subjective measures (r 

= .07, p > .05 and r = .33, p < .001 respectively). However, there was also a large difference in the 

number of studies that made up each effect size (Nstudies = 1 and 18 for objective and subjective 

measures respectively). Finally, figure 4(b) showed that behavioural measures were moderated by 

all three study characteristics. Study design showed a difference between experimental and non-

experimental designs (r = .13, p > .05 and r = .29, p < .001 respectively); transgression 

methodology showed a difference between hypothetical and recall scenarios (r = .12, p > .05 and 

r = .32, p < .001 respectively); and RQ how measured showed a difference between manipulated 

and subjective (r = .53, p < .001 and r = .19, p < .05 respectively). Albeit this, the r values for 

hypothetical and objective (figure 4(c)) were small (Nstudies = 2, 1 and 1 respectively). Thus, these 

results need to be interpreted with caution given the potentially low power resulting from fewer 

studies making up these correlation values. 



FORGIVENESS META-ANALYSIS  

31 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a)      Moderator effects for Relationship Quality predicting Interpersonal measures of forgiveness 
Moderator Nstudies Nparticipants 

 
r 95% CI Heterogeneity 

   Q           𝑰𝟐 

 

Nfs Study References 

Study design         
Experimental 10 1359 .37** [.27, .46] 35.67** 74.77 27 

18, 32, 42, 54, 85- 88, 96 

Nonexperimental 46 8345 .39** [.33, .44] 376.56** 88.05 133 
6, 8-10, 12, 17- 19, 21, 34-36, 39-40, 44-45, 47, 

49-51, 53, 55, 57, 60, 62, 66-67, 71, 76-79, 81- 82, 85-86, 88-89, 
96, 100, 102 

Methodology        
 

Recall 47 8455 .38** [.32, .43] 397.02** 88.41 132 
6, 8-10, 12, 17-19, 34-36,39, 40, 44-45, 47, 49, 

51, 53-55, 57, 60, 62, 66-67, 71, 76-79, 81-82, 85-89, 96, 100, 102 

Hypothetical 9 1249 .39** [.31, .46]  18.09* 55.77 26 
19, 21, 32, 42, 50, 88 

TS how measured        
 

Objective 1 242 .33** [.21, .43]       -      - 2 
42 

Subjective 53 9244 .38** [.33, .43] 408.51** 87.27 148 
6, 8, 10, 12, 17, 19, 21, 32, 34-36, 39, 40, 44-

45, 47, 49-51, 53, 55, 57, 60, 62, 66-67, 71, 76-79, 81-82, 85-89, 
96, 100, 102 

Not reported 2 218 .64* [.06, .90]   3.70 72.99 11 
9, 18 

RQ how measured        
 

Subjective 53 9133 .39** [.34, .43] 802.22** 89.78 154 
6, 8-10, 12, 17-19, 21, 32, 34-36, 39, 40, 42, 44-

45, 47, 49-51, 53, 55, 57, 60, 62, 66-67, 71, 76-79, 81-82, 85-89, 
96, 100, 102 

manipulated 3 571 .43** [.35, .50]  1.68 0.00 10 
19, 73, 88 

(b)      Moderator effects for Relationship Quality predicting behavioural measures of forgiveness                     
Moderator Nstudies Nparticipants 

 
r 95% CI Heterogeneity 

    Q                  𝑰𝟐 

Nfs Study 
References 

Study design         
Experimental 4 740 .13 [-.23, .47] 78.83** 96.19 1 

29, 32, 96, 97 

Non-experimental 6 919 .29** [.21, .36] 7.18 30.34 11 
33, 44, 63, 83, 90 

Methodology        
 

hypothetical 2 327 -.12 [-.35, .13] 4.58* 78.14 0 
29, 32 

 

recall 8 1332 .32** [.21, .42] 31.87** 78.03 18 
33, 44, 63, 83, 90, 96-97 

 

RQ how measured        
 

Manipulated 1 275 .53** [.45, .60] - - 4 
97 

Subjective 9 1384 .19* [.06, .31] 46.60** 82.78 8 
29, 32-33, 44, 63, 83, 90, 96 

Figure 4. Main Effects between moderators and Relationship Quality: (a) moderation effects & Interpersonal measures; (b) moderation effects & 

behavioural measures; (c) moderation effects & Intrapersonal measures, (d) moderation effects & single measures. r = average weighted Pearson 

correlation; Nstudies and Nparticipants = total number of studies and participants utilised to estimate a given effect; 95% CI = 95% confidence interval 

around r; Q-statistic = test for heterogeneity; 𝐼2= effect of heterogeneity in percent form; Nfs = the number of studies needed to shift the observed 

effect to include zero. 

*p < .05. *** p < .001.  
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(c)    Moderator effects for Relationship Quality predicting Intrapersonal measures of forgiveness                     
Moderator Nstudies Nparticipants 

 
r 95% CI Heterogeneity 

Q            𝑰𝟐 

Nfs Study References 

Study design         
Non-experimental 20 3501 .42** [.32, .51] 207.44** 90.84 64 

2, 12, 14-16, 27-28, 41, 43, 
48, 52, 61, 86, 92 

Experimental 3 350 .43** [.33, .51] 1.27 0.00 10 
11, 85, 87 

Methodology        
 

recall 21 3658 .42** [.20, .50] 207.48** 90.36 67 
2, 12, 14-16, 27-28, 41, 43, 

48, 52, 61, 86-87, 92 

Hypothetical 2 193 .47** [.35, .57] 0.08 0.00 7 
11, 85 

TS how measured        
 

Not reported 1 424 .41** [.32, .48] - - 3 
61 

Subjective 21 3305 .42** [.32, .51] 207.60** 90.36 67 
2, 12, 14-16, 27-28, 41, 43, 

48, 52, 85-87, 92 

Objective 1 122 .48** [.33, .61] - - 4 
11 

 

RQ how measured        
 

Manipulate 2 404 .35** [.23, .47] 1.29 22.28 5 
48, 85 

Subjective 21 3447 .42** [.34, .50] 207.79** 89.89 67 
2, 11-12, 14-16, 27-28, 41, 

43, 52, 86-87, 61, 92 

(d)    Moderator effects for Relationship Quality predicting single measures of forgiveness 
Moderator Nstudies Nparticipants 

 

r 95% CI Heterogeneity 

 Q                 𝑰𝟐 

Nfs Study References 

Study design         
Experimental 5 750 .28 [-.11, .60] 115.60** 96.54 9 

24, 29, 31, 72, 97 

Non-experimental 18 3387 .34** [.29, .39] 49.21** 65.46 43 
1, 4, 31, 33, 44, 56, 62-63, 68- 69, 71-72, 83, 91 

 

Methodology        
 

recall 19 3600 .33** [.28, .38] 60.53** 70.3 44 
4, 24, 31, 33, 44, 56, 62-63, 68-72, 83, 91, 97 

Hypothetical 3 439 .37 [-.28, .79] 97.16** 97.9 8 
29, 31, 72 

both 1 98 .55** [.40, .68] - - 5 
1 

TS how measured        
 

Objective 1 104 .07 [-.13, .26] - - 0 
72 

Subjective 18 3491 .33** [.27, .40] 66.92** 74.60 41 
1, 4, 24, 31, 33-44, 62-63, 68-69, 70-71, 83, 91, 

97 

both 1 155 .34** [.20, .47] - - 2 
56 

Not reported 3 387 .47 [-.21, .84] 88.93** 97.75 11 
29, 31 

 

RQ how measured        
 

Manipulated 1 275 .45** [.36, .54] - - 3 
97 

Subjective 22 3862 .33** [.25, .40] 165.17** 86.68 51 
1, 4, 24, 29, 31, 33-44, 56, 62-63, 68-69, 70-72, 

83, 91, 

Figure 4. (continued) 
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3.3.4 Exploratory Analyses 

To further understand the results from the main analyses (section 3.3.2); exploratory 

analyses were carried out. Common types of Intrapersonal and Interpersonal measures were 

individually explored, and their correlations compared, with results displayed in Table 3. 

Inspection of Table 3 showed that the EFI had a large, significant and positive association with 

Relationship Quality (r = .60, p < .001), which perhaps influenced the larger-than-expected 

correlation in section 3.3.2 (i.e. r = .42) between Intrapersonal measures and Relationship Quality. 

Interestingly, the TRIM-B showed a verging-on-large, positive and significant correlation with 

Relationship Quality (r = .45, p < .001). Overall, the effect for Interpersonal measures was similar 

to the main analyses (r = .39 compared to r = .38 (table 2)); however, as Table 3 illustrated, there 

was discrepancy in correlation values among the measures used; with r values ranging from small 

to moderate-large (r = .22 to .45).  

Table 3.  

Correlations for the common Intrapersonal and Interpersonal forgiveness measures: 

Relationship Quality 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: EFS = Emotional forgiveness scale; DFS = Decisional Forgiveness scale; EFI = Enright Forgiveness Inventory; TRIM = 

Transgression Related Interpersonal Motivations Inventory (all scales); TRIM-B = Benevolence scale of the TRIM; MOFS; 

Marital Offense Forgiveness Scale; WADE= Wade Forgiveness Scale; Nstudies and Nparticipants = number of studies and 

participants contributing to that effect; r = average weighted Pearson correlation; 95% CI = 95% confidence interval around r; 

 Q-statistic = test for heterogeneity; 𝐼2= effect of heterogeneity in percent form; Nfs = the number of studies needed to shift the 

observed effect to include zero. 

*p < .05. *** p < .001 

Study Name Nstudies Nparticipants r 95% CI    Heterogeneity Nfs Study 
References 

  Q                    𝑰𝟐   

Intrapersonal         

EFS 1 24 .39** [.30, .46] -    - 3 61 

DFS 1 24 .44** [.35, .50] -     - 3 61 

EFI 5 76 .60** [.43, .74] 29.64** 86.51 25 2, 27-28, 48, 92 

         

Interpersonal         

WADE 2 80 .22 [-.21, .43]      5.37* 81.39 2 17 

MOFS 4 60 .34** [.27, .40]      2.30 0.00 10 8, 57, 76-79, 81 

TRIM 62 299 .40** [.34, .45] 667.71** 90.86 186 6, 12, 18-19, 21, 32, 34-36, 44-
45, 49, 51, 53-54, 60, 62, 66-67, 

85-87, 82, 96, 100,  

TRIM-B 0 695 .45** [.31, .57] 104.45 91.38 35 36, 49, 53, 60, 86, 88,  
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3.4 Transgression Severity  

3.4.1 Overall correlations for Transgression Severity predicting forgiveness  

Figure 5 displays the individual correlations between Transgression Severity and 

forgiveness for each study, which together, contributed to providing an overall correlation between 

Transgression Severity and forgiveness. Once again, there was a variety of effects reported, with 

the majority showing negative correlations with Transgression Severity. Supporting hypotheses 3 

and 4 and in line with prior literature, the results showed an overall significant, negative association 

between Transgression Severity and forgiveness (r = -.23, p < .001). Following the guidelines of 

Cohen (1998), this effect is small. 
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Overall Individual study correlations: Transgression Severity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Individual correlations for studies reporting an association for Transgression Severity. Studies 

are ranked from lowest to highest correlation value. Note: r = average weighted Pearson correlation; 

Nparticipants = total number of participants utilised to estimate a given effect; Lower CI and Upper CI = 95% 

confidence interval around r; p = probability of significance.  

 

Correlation 
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3.4.2 Main effects for Transgression Severity and the types of measures 

The second pair of hypotheses posit a weaker, negative association between Transgression 

Severity and any measure of forgiveness that tends to be relationship-oriented (hypothesis 3), as 

well as a stronger (negative) association between Transgression Severity and any measures of 

forgiveness that is self-focused (hypothesis 4). All measure types were negative, and significantly 

correlated with Transgression Severity. However, table 4 showed that the hypotheses were neither 

unsupported, nor confirmed. The magnitude of effect of Transgression Severity on Intrapersonal 

and Interpersonal forgiveness was similar, with small effects for each measure type (r = -.26 and 

r = -.23, respectively). Combined Intrapersonal/Interpersonal measures of forgiveness displayed 

the strongest association; with a medium-large correlation of r = -.45. The impact of behaviour 

and single measures of forgiveness were small-moderate for behavioural (r = -.25), and small for 

single (r = -.15). Forest plots indicated that the confidence interval widths for each measure type 

varied, suggesting different levels of precision across effect estimates (Sedwick, 2013).  

Table 4 further showed that the Nfs statistics were larger than the number of studies for 

combined Intrapersonal/Interpersonal, Intrapersonal, Interpersonal and behavioural measures; 

suggesting that these measures are unlikely to have encountered publication bias. Contrastingly, 

single measures showed lower Nfs statistics than the number of studies reporting this effect (Nfs = 

8); which suggests potential publication bias. Most Q and 𝐼2 statistics exhibited moderately high 

levels of heterogeneity, indicating that the findings from individual studies varied considerably, 

and thus a conservative random-effects model was the appropriate statistical model for this 

analysis. 
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Table 4.  

Main Effects for Transgression Severity and the types of forgiveness measures 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. r = average weighted Pearson correlation; Nstudies and Nparticipants = total number of studies and 

participants utilised to estimate a given effect; 95% CI = 95% confidence interval around r; Q-statistic = 

test for heterogeneity; 𝐼2= effect of heterogeneity in percent form; Nfs = number of studies needed to shift 

the observed effect to include zero. 

*p < .05. *** p < .001. 

 

3.4.3 Sub-group analyses 

Given the aforementioned heterogeneity in the findings, subgroup analyses were carried 

out to examine the extent to which specific study variables moderated the effects between 

forgiveness measure types and Transgression Severity. Moderator analysis for behavioural 

measures of forgiveness could not be computed because there was no variation in study 

characteristics (i.e. all behavioural measure studies were non-experimental, recall scenarios and 

subjectively measured). Inspection of Figure 6 (a) showed differences in correlations for both 

moderators on single measures; with r = -.19 and r =.19, p < .001 for study design, and r = -.15, p 

< .05 and r = .01, p > .05 for how measured. However, for each moderator, there was a large 

difference between the number of studies contributing to each effect (Nstudies = 14 vs 2 for study 

design, and Nstudies = 15 vs 1 for how measured). Thus, these moderators need to be evaluated 

with caution given the potentially low power from the studies contributing to the small correlations 

(i.e. experimental and objective).  

Measure type Nstudies Nparticipants 

 
r 95% CI Heterogeneity      

Q                 𝑰𝟐 
Nfs Study 

References 

Intrapersonal/ 
interpersonal 

6 519 -.45** [-.56, -.30] 
 

 15.72* 68.20 21 
5, 30, 37, 103 

 
 

Intrapersonal 
 

14 2158 -.26** [-.33, -.19] 38.82** 66.51 22 
3, 11, 14-16, 38, 52, 64, 

74, 84, 87 

Behavioural 
 

6 1000 -.25** [-.32, -.18] 6.63 24.63 9 
33, 44, 63, 83, 99 

Interpersonal 47 
 

7048 
 

-.23** [-.29, -.18] 
 

281.88** 
 

83.68 61 
3, 6, 13, 17-18, 20, 22-

23, 25-26, 34, 36, 44-46, 
50-51, 53-54, 58, 60, 65-

66, 71, 76, 80- 82, 84-
85, 87-89, 93-95, 100 

 

Single 16 3231 -.15* 
 

[-.24, -.05] 111.43** 86.54 8 
4, 7, 14-16, 24, 33, 44, 

59, 63, 68, 70-71, 83-84, 
98-99 

Correlation 
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Inspection of figure 6 (b) and (c) indicated that study design moderated the outcomes on 

Intrapersonal and Interpersonal measures of forgiveness; with a significant difference in r values 

for non-experimental design (r = -.29, p < .001) and (r = -.25, p < .001) respectively, and a non-

significant difference for experimental design (r = -.12, p > .05 each).  
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Figure 6. Main Effects for Transgression Severity: (a) moderation effects and single measures; (b) moderation effects and Intrapersonal measures; 

(c) moderation effects and Interpersonal measures; r = average weighted Pearson correlation; Nstudies and Nparticipants =  total number of studies 

and participants utilised to estimate a given effect; 95% CI = 95% confidence interval around r; Q-statistic = test for heterogeneity; 𝐼2= effect of 

heterogeneity in percent form; Nfs = the number of studies needed to shift the observed effect to include zero. 

*p < .05. *** p < .001 

(a)    Transgression Severity and Single measures of forgiveness- Moderator Effects 
Moderator Nstudies Nparticipants 

 

r 95% CI Heterogeneity 

   Q              𝑰𝟐 

Nfs Study 
References 

Study design         
Non-experimental 14 2905 -.19** [-.27, -.11] 60.26** 8.43 3 

4, 7, 14-16, 33, 44, 63, 68, 70-
71, 83-84, 98-99 

 

Experimental 2 326 .19** [.08, .29]    0.86 0.00 2 
24, 59 

        
 

How measured        
 

Subjective 15 3126 -.15* [-.25, -.05] 107.66** 7.00 8 
4, 7, 14-16, 24, 33, 44, 59, 63, 

68, 70-71, 83-84, 98-99 
 

Objective 1 105    .01 [-.19, .20] - - 0 
84 

 

 (b)   Transgression Severity and Intrapersonal measures of forgiveness- Moderator Effects 
Moderator Nstudies Nparticipants 

 
r 95% CI Heterogeneity 

    Q               𝑰𝟐 

Nfs Study References 

Study design         
Non-Experimental 12 1879 -.29** [-.35, -.22] 27.08* 59.38 23 

3, 14-16, 38, 52, 64, 84 
 

Experimental 2 279  -.12 [-.29, .06] 2.22 55.00 0 
11, 87 

        
 

Methodology        
 

Recall 13 2036 -.27** [-.34, -.19] 38.17** 68.56 22 
3, 14-16, 38, 52, 64, 84, 87 

 

Hypothetical 1 122 -.21* [-.37, -.03] -   - 1 
11 

        
 

How measured        
 

Both 1 232 -.33** [-.44, -.21] - - 2 
38 

Subjective 10 1517 -.26** [-.36, -.17] 34.54** 73.95 16 
3, 14-16, 52, 64, 87 

 

Objective 3 409 -.24** [-.35, -.12] 3.16 36.60 4 
11, 74, 84 
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Figure 6. (continued) 

(c)                         Transgression Severity and Interpersonal measures of forgiveness- 

Moderator Effects 
Moderator Nstudies Nparticipants 

 
r 95% CI  Heterogeneity 

   Q            𝑰𝟐 

Nfs Study References 

Study design         
Nonexperimental 41 6369 -.25** [-.31, -.19] 253.12** 84.20 62 

3, 6, 13, 17-18, 20, 22, 25-26, 34, 44-46, 51, 53, 
58, 60, 65- 66, 71, 76, 80-82, 84-85, 88-89, 93-

95, 100 
 

Experimental 6 679 -.12 [-.23, .02] 13.29* 62.38 1 
23, 54, 81, 87-88 

 

        
 

Methodology        
 

Recall 42 6455 -.24** [-.30, -.18] 245.53** 83.30 59 
3, 6, 13, 17-18, 20, 22, 25-26, 34, 36, 44-46, 51, 

53-54, 58, 60, 65-66, 71, 76, 80-82, 84-85, 87-
89, 93-95, 100 

 

Hypothetical 5 593 -.20 [-.42, .04] 36.35** 88.99 5 
23, 50, 81, 88 

 

        
 

How measured        
 

Subjective 46 6943 -.24** [-.29, -.18] 281.68** 84.02 64 
3, 6, 13, 17-18, 20, 22-23, 25-26, 34, 36, 44-46, 
50-51, 53-54, 58, 60, 65- 66, 71, 76, 80-82, 84-

85, 87-89, 93-95, 100 
 

Objective 1 105  -.19 [-.37, .001] -    - 1 
84 
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3.4.4 Exploratory analyses 

To understand the similar results observed in the main analyses (section 3.4.2); exploratory 

analyses were carried out. Common Intrapersonal and Interpersonal forgiveness measures were 

individually explored, and their correlations compared, with results displayed in Table 5. There 

was a large, negative association between EFI and Transgression Severity (r = -.33, p < .001); 

which supports hypothesis 4, namely that Intrapersonal measures would report stronger effects.  

However, there was only one study contributing to this effect. The overall correlation for 

Interpersonal measures was similar to the overall correlation for Interpersonal measures in the 

main analysis in section 3.4.2 (r = -.22 vs r = -.23 (table 4)). However, as Table 5 showed, there 

was variation in correlations (small to moderate) among the common measures (r range -.16 to 

-.30). Interestingly, the TRIM-B showed the weakest effect (r = -.16), which is in accordance with 

hypothesis 3, which predicted that conciliatory measures would display more forgiveness. 

Table 5.  

Correlations for common Intrapersonal and Interpersonal forgiveness measures: Transgression 

Severity 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Note: EFI = Enright Forgiveness Inventory; TRIM = Transgression Related Interpersonal Motivations Inventory-all 

scales; TRIM-B = TRIM benevolence scale; MOFS; Marital Offense Forgiveness Scale; WFS= Wade Forgiveness 

Scale; Nstudies and Nparticipants= number of studies and participants contributing to that effect; r = average weighted 

Pearson correlation; 95% CI = 95% confidence interval around r; Q-statistic = test for heterogeneity; 𝐼2= effect of 

heterogeneity in percent form; Nfs = the number of studies needed to shift the observed effect to include zero. 

*p < .05. *** p < .001

 

Study Name Nstudies Nparticipants r 95% CI Heterogeneity Nfs Study 
references 

 Q 𝑰𝟐   

Intrapersonal         
EFI 1 182 -.33** [-.45, -.19] - - 2 

74 

         
Interpersonal         

WFS 2 180 -.30  [-.64, .13] 18.30** 94.53 4 
17 

MOFS 4 333 -.25** [-.33, -.16] 2.66 0.00 6 
76, 81 

TRIM 65 11241 -.22** [-.26, -.17] 346.42** 81.53 78 
6, 13, 18, 20, 22-25, 

34, 36, 45-46, 51, 
53-54, 58,60, 65-66 

71, 80, 82, 84-85, 
88-89, 93-95, 100 

TRIM-B 14 1985 -.16** [-.22, -.10] 22.00 40.90 8 
13, 22, 24-25, 36, 
60, 65, 84, 88, 95 
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CHAPTER 4 

Discussion 

4.1 Key findings  

The current meta-analysis included 96 independent studies comprising a total of 21, 223 

individuals (63% female), that reported forgiveness as predicted by Transgression Severity and/or 

Relationship Quality. The articles measured forgiveness with one or a combination of, 

Intrapersonal, Interpersonal, single and behavioural measures. This enabled for a detailed, 

systematic assessment of whether the type of forgiveness measure used affects how or when 

forgiveness is predicted. The main findings for each predictor and moderators alongside 

explanations are discussed below. 

 

4.1.1 Relationship Quality  

As summarised in Figure 3, forgiveness was positively associated with Relationship 

Quality. This finding complements prior literature (for review, see Fehr et al., 2010), suggesting 

that when victim’s perceive their relationship with their offender as close, they are more likely to 

forgive. Table 2 showed that mean correlations were all significant, and differed in strength among 

the measure types, ranging from small to medium (r range = .18 - .42). This suggests that the 

amount of forgiveness that is predicted by Relationship Quality is influenced by the type of 

measure used. Regarding Interpersonal and Intrapersonal measures of forgiveness, correlations 

were r = .38 and r = .42 respectively, which explained an average of 14% and 18% of variance. 

These correlations were significant; suggesting that Relationship Quality predicted slightly more 

variance when an Intrapersonal measure was used in comparison to an Interpersonal measure. This 
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finding does not support the first two hypotheses, which posited Relationship Quality to have a 

greater impact on Interpersonal measures compared to Intrapersonal measures. 

Interpersonal measures are relationship-focused, which provided good reason to articulate 

that Relationship Quality would produce larger effects with Interpersonal measures in comparison 

to Intrapersonal measures. Thus, exploratory analyses were carried out to further investigate these 

unexpected findings. Conducting additional analyses on the common Intrapersonal and 

Interpersonal measures revealed that the EFI exhibited a large correlation with Relationship 

Quality (r = .60). A closer inspection of the studies contributing to this effect indicated that two 

studies (De Caporale-Ryan, Steffen, Marwit, & Meuser, 2013, 2016) used two samples comprising 

older Italian women in long-term (average 32 year) marriages, who were reporting on forgiveness 

toward their husbands. Therefore, perhaps the large Relationship Quality and forgiveness 

association reported on the EFI scale was a product of biased sampling, which further contributed 

to the larger-than-expected effect between Relationship Quality and Intrapersonal measures (i.e. r 

= .42) 

Interestingly, the relationship between the TRIM-B and Relationship Quality was r = .45, 

with a mean explained variance of 20%. This verging-on-large effect complements initial 

predictions that conciliatory measures would produce large associations between forgiveness and 

Relationship Quality. Therefore, it is possible that within the main analysis there was inconsistency 

among the discrete Interpersonal measures. The extent of relationship-orientation may have 

differed between measures, which potentially reduced the overall correlation. Indeed, discrepancy 

among the common individual Interpersonal measures was observed in the exploratory analysis, 

from small to moderate-large effects (r range = .22-.45).  Likewise, this reasoning can be applied 

to Intrapersonal measures. Moreover, it is possible that some measures contained a combination 
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of measure types, which distorted the effects. For example, the Rye scale (Rye et al., 2001) has 15 

statements, with 13 oriented toward the self. Therefore, this measure was classified as 

Intrapersonal. However, two statements including “I spend time thinking about ways to get back 

at the person who wronged me” (Rye et al., 2001, p. 267), seem to measure negative motivations 

often employed in Interpersonal measures. Therefore, heterogeneity within measure types may 

have further impacted upon the similar correlations observed between Intrapersonal and 

Interpersonal measures.  

 

4.1.2 Transgression Severity  

As summarised in Figure 5, forgiveness was negatively associated with Transgression 

Severity. This finding complements prior literature (for review, see Fehr et al., 2010), suggesting 

that when victim’s perceive the transgression as more severe, they are less likely to forgive. Table 

4 showed that correlations were all significant, ranging from small to moderate-large among the 

measure types (r range = -.15 to -.45). This suggests that the type of measure used does affect the 

amount of forgiveness reported on Transgression Severity. However, mean correlations for 

Intrapersonal and Interpersonal measures were similarly reported, with r = -.26 and r = -.23 

respectively. The explained variance was 5%-7% respectively, which demonstrates that 

Intrapersonal and Interpersonal measures produced comparable responses on forgiveness. As such, 

the last two hypotheses were neither unsupported, nor confirmed. 

Exploratory analyses were carried out to consider explanations for these similar outcomes. 

With only one study reporting a common Intrapersonal measure (the EFI), it was not possible to 

explore the lower-than-anticipated correlation between Intrapersonal measures and Transgression 

Severity (i.e. r = -.26). Among Interpersonal measures, it was interesting to note that the TRIM-B 
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produced the smallest effect (r = -.16, p < .001), suggesting that this purely conciliatory measure 

reported more forgiveness in response to Transgression Severity than any other measure. This 

finding is in accordance with the second pair of hypotheses, which suggested that Transgression 

Severity would exhibit more forgiveness (smaller negative effects) on conciliatory measures 

compared to internalised measures. Therefore, the overall larger-than-anticipated correlation 

between Interpersonal measures and Transgression Severity may once again be impacted by a lack 

of clear-cut distinction between types of measures.  

Nevertheless, the similarity in findings for Transgression Severity with Intrapersonal and 

Interpersonal measures may be justifiable. McCullough et al. (1998) presented one explanation 

where, when thinking about forgiving for the sake of the relationship, a victim that is highly 

embedded within their relationship may have greater motivation to perceive the transgression as 

less severe, in order to forgive the offender more easily to restore the relationship. Alternatively, if 

a victim was transgressed by someone whom they felt close to, perhaps the transgression would 

feel more serious and cause more hurt. Therefore, if measured with an Interpersonal measure that 

reminds the victim of the important person and this serious hurt, this may influence the victim to 

report less forgiveness. Thus, the context of the situation potentially influenced higher and lower 

forgiveness for Interpersonal measures which when averaged out, resulted in an overall similar 

correlation to that observed for Intrapersonal measures.   

 

4.1.3 Sample and study characteristics: Relationship Quality and Transgression 

Severity 

One of the strengths of meta-analyses is that they allow for a primary analysis of sample 

and study characteristics which are often only a secondary focus in quantitative research (Fehr et 
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al., 2010). In this meta-analysis, three study characteristics were examined; transgression 

methodology (recall vs hypothetical), study design (non-experimental vs experimental) and how 

predictors were measured (subjective vs objective/manipulated). Additional study characteristics 

such as who the transgressor was (e.g. family, friend), the forgiveness measures (e.g. TRIM) and 

what the transgression was (e.g. infidelity) were coded for, however could not be investigated due 

to: (a) lack of studies reporting on these variables, or (b) too many variables reported without 

specific amounts provided (see Appendix C for summary details of studies for clarification). 

Furthermore, demographic moderators such as age and gender were not explored, as prior 

forgiveness reviews have each demonstrated negligible effects between gender and age with 

forgiveness (Fehr et al., 2010).  

Little support was found to suggest that study characteristics moderated Intrapersonal or 

Interpersonal forgiveness when predicted by Relationship Quality. Looking further to 

Transgression Severity, study design seemed to suggest a moderating effect; with stronger 

(negative) correlations reported on non-experimental design for Intrapersonal (r = -.29, p < .001) 

and Interpersonal (r = -.25, p < .001) measures. In both cases, the effect of experimental design 

was nonsignificant (r = -.12, p > .05 each). Study design also exhibited a moderating effect for 

Transgression Severity on single measures (r = -.19 vs .19, p < .001 for non-experimental and 

experimental respectively). Collectively, these findings suggest that study design impacted the 

level of forgiveness granted. Specifically, more forgiveness was granted on Transgression Severity 

for Intrapersonal, Interpersonal and single measures when the study included a non-experimental 

design. Finally, Relationship Quality and behavioural measures showed moderating effects for all 

three moderators; such that more forgiveness was granted on Relationship Quality when the study 
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included a non-experimental design, recall scenario and when Relationship Quality was 

manipulated. 

The significant heterogeneity for both predictors indicated good reason to test for 

moderators, however there was little evidence to suggest that the results for Intrapersonal and 

Interpersonal measures were moderated by transgression methodology or predictor measurement. 

This is an interesting outcome for the transgression methodology, as one past meta-analysis found 

that hypothetical rather than recall scenarios produced inflated effect sizes (Riek & Mania, 2012). 

Considering the current findings, future research should continue to employ both methods, as each 

contributes useful information; such that recall scenarios can inform us when people actually 

forgive while hypothetical scenarios can tell us when people should forgive.  

 

4.2 Implications and future research 

The medium, positive associations observed for Relationship Quality and small, negative 

associations observed for Transgression Severity on both Intrapersonal and Interpersonal measures 

of forgiveness provide evidence to suggest that these two methods used to measure forgiveness 

did not exhibit notable differences in predictor outcomes. This suggests that contrary to expectation, 

the predominant measures of forgiveness are measuring forgiveness in a similar way. Therefore, 

how or when forgiveness is predicted does not seem to be affected by a choice between 

relationship-oriented or self-oriented forgiveness measures. These findings should offer 

consolation to research scholars, as the findings suggest that past forgiveness research has not been 

impacted by the application of these measures.  

Nevertheless, this meta-analysis raised an important concern regarding forgiveness and 

reconciliation. Reconciliation and forgiveness are two separate concepts. Therefore, it becomes 
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unclear when forgiveness is sometimes measured as conciliation and at other times not. To 

illustrate, two studies (Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001, 2006) investigated forgiveness and 

reconciliation in the workplace, measuring each concept with separate instruments. Interestingly, 

to measure reconciliation, Aquino et al., (2001, 2006) employed scale items from the Wade (1989) 

conciliation subscale. However, Wade’s (1989) scale was also the foundation to the development 

of the TRIM benevolence scale, which is one of the most applied measures of forgiveness in 

current forgiveness research (McCullough et al., 1998; Worthington et al., 2015). Therefore, what 

is measured by some researchers as a reconciliation scale is measured by others as a forgiveness 

scale. This demonstrates that within the forgiveness literature, there is unclarity in what constitutes 

a forgiveness measure.  As a result, disparity in effects are being reported as highlighted by the 

exploratory analyses, which showed that the TRIM’s benevolence scale exhibited more 

forgiveness on Relationship Quality and Transgression Severity in comparison to the other types 

of forgiveness measures.  

Therefore, although the main findings did not suggest that Intrapersonal and Interpersonal 

measures affected how or when forgiveness was predicted; there is still good reason to believe that 

this may be the case. To elaborate on these concerns, future research could explore additional 

predictors to grasp a larger portrayal of the issue. Moreover, the two predictors in this meta-

analysis reported considerably more effects for Interpersonal measures (47%) in comparison to 

Intrapersonal measures (14%) (see figure 2 for illustration). Thus, the difference in the number of 

studies reporting each measure’s correlation may have further impacted upon the results.  Studying 

a larger number of predictors such as the intent, or apology would provide a larger exploration of 

this issue, which would help to clarify whether Interpersonal and Intrapersonal measures impact 

upon the effects of predictor outcomes. Conclusively, when considering all types of measures, the 
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findings showed that how and when forgiveness is predicted does differ among measure types. 

Therefore, researchers need to be aware of the impacts that measures have on predictor outcomes, 

and move toward utilising a more complete measure of forgiveness.  

 

4.3 Limitations  

There were several limitations present in this meta-analysis which may have impacted the 

findings. First, meta-analyses are susceptible from a methodological perspective because their 

accuracy is dependent on the quality and characteristics of the studies from which they derive 

(Borenstein et al., 2009). While a meta-analysis utilising the studies that it is analysing can produce 

a mathematically comprehensive synthesis; if individual studies are biased, then the mean effect 

reported by the meta-analysis will reflect this bias (Borenstein et al., 2009). An example of such a 

bias was addressed regarding the older Italian samples reporting an effect with the EFI for 

Relationship Quality; which may have distorted the overall effect for Intrapersonal measures and 

Relationship Quality. 

Subsequently, despite the thorough search strategy employed to locate eligible studies; not 

all relevant studies may have been included. A larger inclusion of databases (e.g. embase, web of 

science) and search strategies (e.g. searching reference lists, contacting authors) may have ensured 

a more thorough coverage of relevant studies. Furthermore, limiting the search criteria to peer-

reviewed publications reduced the inclusion of potentially useful studies. Albeit this, Nfs 

calculations were carried out to address this issue. For the most part, Nfs statistics were greater 

than the number of studies reporting each effect, which suggests that the findings were unlikely to 

be susceptible to publication bias.  
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Additionally, the low number of studies contributing to the moderator analyses may suggest 

some imprecision in the estimates due to a lack of power. A minimum of 10 studies have been 

reported as the standard for subgroup analyses to reliably detect differences between groups (Fu 

et al., 2011). While this standard was met in this meta-analysis, recent evidence suggests that a 

minimum of 20 studies are actually needed (Rubio‐Aparicio, Sánchez‐Meca, López‐López, 

Botella, & Marín‐Martínez, 2017). As such, the sub-group analyses may have been underpowered, 

which potentially affected the non-significant findings seldom observed for non-experimental, 

hypothetical, objective and manipulated variables. Heterogeneity also appeared non-significant for 

these categories, which potentially occurred due to a low number of studies reporting these effects. 

Collectively, these factors may contribute to the overall low number of moderating effects 

observed in this study. 

Finally, this meta-analysis was for the most part, subjectively reported and correlational in 

nature; thus, no direct causal relationships between predictor outcomes on the types of forgiveness 

measures can be made. This is a known limitation of correlational meta-analyses more generally 

(Knight, Fabes, & Higgins, 1996). Along the likes of subjectivity, this meta-analysis was only 

coded for by the first researcher. Moreover, the decision as to which measure fit into which type 

of forgiveness category was also subjectively judged. Thus, a certain level of researcher bias may 

have impacted upon the accuracy of the results.  

 

4.4 Conclusion 

Forgiveness is a complex concept that has been challenging to precisely define. A growth 

in forgiveness scholarship has demonstrated that forgiveness is a predominantly positive 

phenomenon that provides health benefits for victims following interpersonal transgressions. 
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Despite these advances, forgiveness research has lacked due to its diverse application of 

forgiveness measures. As such, arguments were presented to suggest that these different measures 

accounted for some of the heterogeneity of effect sizes reported in current forgiveness literature. 

Tentative novel findings of this study suggested that there does not seem to be an apparent 

discrepancy in effect sizes for Relationship Quality or Transgression Severity when using 

Intrapersonal or Interpersonal forgiveness measures. However, these findings should be 

substantiated with additional predictors of forgiveness, as the current results may have been 

influenced by a difference in the number of studies reporting effect sizes for Intrapersonal vs 

Interpersonal measures, and a lack of clear-cut distinction between discrete measure types. 

Consequently, the current findings provide direction for future scholars to be mindful of the 

impacts of forgiveness measures. Additionally, future researchers would be wise to move towards 

incorporating more complete measures of forgiveness, that tap into both Intrapersonal and 

Interpersonal forgiveness. A common measure would facilitate greater consensus regarding what 

forgiveness is, which would enable scholars to continue their work in understanding when and 

why people forgive with greater precision.  
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Appendices  

Appendix A. 

PsycINFO, Scopus and PubMed Database Logic Grids 

(a) PsycINFO Logic Grid 

 

(b) Scopus Logic Grid 

Transgression 

Severity 

Relationship Quality Forgiveness 

 

deception.sh OR 

deceit*.ti,ab OR 

deception.ti,ab OR 

arguments.sh OR 

arguments.ti,ab OR 

dishonesty.sh OR 

dishonesty.ti,ab OR conflict.sh 

OR conflict*.ti,ab OR conflict 

severity.ti,ab OR severe 

conflict.ti,ab OR 

wrongdoing.ti,ab OR harm 

severity.ti,ab OR damag*.ti,ab 

OR betray*.ti,ab OR unfair* 

treat*.ti,ab OR injustice.ti,ab 

OR wrong* action*.ti,ab OR 

mistreat*.ti,ab OR 

offence*.ti,ab OR 

transgression related 

interpersonal.ti,ab OR 

transgress* sever*.ti,ab OR 

serious*.ti,ab OR intensity.ti,ab 

OR hurt severity.ti,ab OR 

hurt*.ti,ab OR transgress*.ti,ab 

OR interpersonal 

transgression.ti,ab OR 

argument.sh OR 

argument.ti,ab 

relationship quality.sh OR relationship 

quality.ti,ab OR interpersonal compatibility.sh 

OR interpersonal compatibility.ti,ab OR 

relationship satisfaction.sh OR relationship 

satisfaction.ti,ab OR relationship 

investment.ti,ab OR relationship 

closeness.ti,ab OR relationship value.ti,ab OR 

relationship commitment.ti,ab OR 

reconciliation.ti,ab OR willingness to 

sacrifice.ti,ab OR intimacy.sh,ti,ab  OR marital 

relations.sh OR marital relation*.ti,ab OR close 

relation*.ti,ab OR friendship.sh OR 

friendship*.ti,ab OR sibling relations.sh OR 

sibling relation*.ti,ab  OR brother sister 

relations.sh OR brother sister relation*.ti,ab 

OR mother child relations.sh OR mother child 

relation*.ti,ab OR father child relations.sh OR 

father child relation*.ti,ab OR parent child 

relations.sh OR parent child relation*.ti,ab OR 

family relations.sh OR family relation*.ti,ab OR 

peer relations.sh OR peer relation*.ti,ab OR 

significant others.sh,ti,ab OR male female 

relations.sh OR male female relation*.ti,ab OR 

marital satisfaction.sh,ti,ab OR 

romance.sh,ti,ab OR love.sh,ti,ab OR 

affection.sh,ti,ab OR couples.sh,ti,ab OR 

spouses.sh,ti,ab  

 

forgiveness.sh 

OR forg#v$.ti,ab OR 

pardon.ti,ab  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Transgression Severity Relationship Quality Forgiveness 

deception OR deceit OR 

dishonesty OR conflict* OR 

“relationship quality” OR 

“relationship satisfaction” OR 

forg?v* OR  

pardon   
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(c) PubMed Logic Grid 

 

“conflict severity” OR “severe 

conflict” OR “hurt* action*” OR 

“wrongdoing” OR “harm severity” 

OR damag* OR betray* OR 

“unfair* treat*” OR injustice OR 

“wrong* action*” OR mistreat* OR 

offence* OR “transgression 

related interpersonal” 

OR “transgress* sever*” 

OR serious* OR intensity OR 

“hurt severity” OR hurt* OR 

transgress* OR “interpersonal 

transgression” OR argument*  

 

“interpersonal compatibility” OR 

“relationship investment” OR 

“relationship closeness” OR “relationship 

value” OR “relationship commitment” OR 

reconciliation OR “willingness to 

sacrifice”  OR “marital relation*” OR 

intimacy OR “close relation*” OR friend* 

OR “family relation*” OR “parent-child 

relation*” OR “father-child relation*” OR 

“mother-child relation*” OR “sibling 

relation*” OR spouse* OR marriage OR 

love OR affection OR “significant other” 

OR couples OR romance OR “marital 

satisfaction” OR “peer relation*” OR 

“male female relation*” 

 

Transgression 
Severity 

Relationship Quality Forgiveness 

“deception” [mh] OR 
deception [tiab] OR deceit* 
[tiab] OR dishonesty [tiab] 

OR conflict* [tiab] OR 
conflict severity [tiab] OR 
severe conflict [tiab] OR 

wrongdoing [tiab] OR harm 
severity [tiab] OR damag* 
[tiab] OR betray* [tiab] OR 

unfair* treat* [tiab] OR 
injustice [tiab] OR wrong* 
action* [tiab] OR mistreat* 

[tiab] OR offence* [tiab] OR 
transgression related 

interpersonal [tiab] OR 
transgress* sever* [tiab] OR 
serious* [tiab] OR intensity 
[tiab] OR hurt severity [tiab] 

OR hurt* [tiab] OR 
transgress*[tiab] OR 

interpersonal transgression 
[tiab] OR argument* [tiab]  

 

relationship quality [tiab] OR 
relationship satisfaction [tiab] OR 
interpersonal compatibility [tiab] OR 
relationship investment [tiab] OR relationship 
closeness [tiab] OR relationship value [tiab] 
OR relationship commitment [tiab] OR 
reconciliation [tiab] OR willingness to sacrifice 
[tiab] OR intimacy [tiab] OR marital relation* 
[tiab] OR close relation* [tiab] OR friendship* 
[tiab] OR sibling relation* [tiab] OR brother 
sister relation* [tiab] OR “family relations” 
[mh] OR family relation* [tiab] OR “parent-
child relations” [mh] OR parent-child relation* 
[tiab] OR “father-child relations” [mh] OR 
father-child relation* [tiab] OR mother-child 
relation* [tiab] OR “mother-child relations” 
[mh] OR “sibling relations” [mh] OR sibling 
relation* [tiab] OR “friends” [mh] OR friend* 
[tiab] OR “marriage” [mh] OR marriage [tiab] 
OR “spouses” [mh] OR spouse* [tiab] OR 
“love” [mh] OR love [tiab] OR affection [tiab] 
OR significant other [tiab] OR couple* [tiab] 
OR romance [tiab] OR marital satisfaction 
[tiab] 

“forgiveness” 
[mh] OR forgiv* [tiab] 

OR pardon [tiab]  
 

 



FORGIVENESS META-ANALYSIS  

6 

 

Appendix B.  

Search terms and Boolean operators used to create database- specific logic grids  
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Appendix C.  

Summary details of the meta-analysed studies 
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Note: Non-exp = non-experimental; Exp= experimental; SFS; State Forgiveness Scale; CPD-S = Forgiveness In Divorce Questionnaire; Yaben scale = Yaben 2005 forgiveness scale; TRIM = Transgression Related 

Interpersonal Motivations (all scales); TRIM-12 = TRIM avoidance and revenge scales; FGS= Forgiveness Granting Scale; Maio scale = Maio & Thomas Forgiveness Scale (2008); EFI = Enright Forgiveness 

Inventory; FFS = Focus of Forgiveness Scale; RFS = Rye Forgiveness Scale (2001); MOFS = Marital Offence Forgiveness Scale; McCul. scale = McCullough et al. 1997 measure; AOFS = Acts of Forgiveness Scale; 

FOPS = Self-report forgiveness of Partner Scale; OSFQ = Offense-specific Forgiveness Questionnaire; DFS = Decisional Forgiveness Scale; EFS = Emotional Forgiveness Scale; Bachman scale = Forgiveness scale 

Bachman & Guerrero; Gordon scale = Forgiveness Inventory- Gordan & Baucom; MFS = Marital Forgiveness Scale; Eaton scale = Eaton & Struthers forgiveness scale; Aquino scale = Aquino 2001 scale; IRRS = 

Interpersonal Relationship Resolution Scale; ReFS; Relationship Forgiveness Scale; Bonach scale = Bonach Forgiveness Scale 1999; WTF = Wade 1999 Forgiveness Scale; Merolla scale = Merolla's 2012 forgiveness 

measure; Intra = intrapersonal; Inter = interpersonal; beh = behavioural; combo = combination of types; Gen com = general community; Uni = university students; School = school students; Online = online 

recruitment; Work Col. = Work colleague; NA = not reported; Sub = Subjective; obj. = objective; man.= manipulated; hyp = hypothetical; ESP = Spain; IL = Israel; ID = Indonesia; HOL = Holland; AUS = Australia; 

NZ = New Zealand; TUR = Turkey; USA = United States of America; UK = United Kingdom; ITA = Italy; CHN = China, SING = Singapore; FIN = Finland; JPN = Japan; GER = Germany; CAN = Canada.
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Appendix D 

Coding Sheet 
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