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Abstract  
 
Forgiveness is conceptualized as the process of making peace 

with life. The three sources of forgiveness, another person, 

oneself, and a situation or circumstance are capable of freeing a 

person from a negative association to the source that has 

transgressed against a person. Research studies show the mental 

health benefits associated with forgiveness. The present study 

explores the experiences of adults who practice forgiveness, 

specifically, the indicators of forgiveness, the childhood 

antecedents, and the benefits of forgiving behavior. The study 

uses a qualitative research approach following a 

phenomenological framework. A total of 12 adults, ranging from 

25 to 40 years of age, who received a high score on Heartland 

Forgiveness Scale were included in the study. Using semi-

structured in-depth interviews, their personal experiences were 

explored. The data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The 

themes emerged show that the childhood antecedents of 

forgiveness are parental influences and early childhood 

experiences. The indicators of forgiving behavior include 

positive emotional state, empathy and perspective taking, and 

religiosity. The themes identified are enhanced sense of well-

being, improved self-acceptance, and competence to deal with 

challenges. Forgiveness enhanced physical and psychological 

well-being. The findings of the study have several implications 

for religious leaders, teachers, parents, mental health 

professionals, and trainers. 
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Public Interest Statement  
 

Every person wants to cultivate the virtue of forgiveness. It is 

part of everyday interpersonal interactions. For many, it is a way 
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of life. It is understood that the process of forgiveness helps a 

person to focus on the present and become optimistic about the 

future. The aim of the present research is based on the 

understanding that this virtue can be cultivated. The study 

proposes to explore the experiential factors promoting 

forgiveness in a person and gain knowledge about the positive 

benefits it brings to the person. Following a qualitative research, 

the study analyzes forgiveness as an important technique 

practiced for a better mental health and well-being. 

 

Introduction and Review of Literature  
 

Views regarding the exact nature of forgiveness vary, as 

different scholars defined forgiveness in different ways. But 

there is consensus among all of them in one aspect, that, it is 

beneficial to people [1]. Some consider forgiveness as a central 

trait which is capable of freeing a person from a negative 

association to the source that has transgressed against a person 

[2]. Changes in motivation are viewed as being at the core of 

forgiveness [3], with the person becoming more benevolent over 

time. The three sources of forgiveness, another person, oneself, 

and a situation or circumstance could be used to understand how 

it functions. It has a dual function—both interpersonal and 

intrapersonal. Forgiveness occurs in response to interpersonal 

violation and the person who forgives, does it in relation to 

someone else. 

 

Forgiveness may be viewed as a developmental process 

including degrees of forgiveness which can be measured 

according to the degree of genuineness [4]. Genuine forgiveness 

requires compassion, benevolence, and love for the offender, 

together with relinquishment of the right to revenge, resentment, 

and indifference. It is evident that forgiveness is important as a 

possible repair mechanism for the conflict that occurs in 

relationships. 

 

Studies show that forgiving people differ significantly from less 

forgiving people on many personality attributes. Forgiving 

people are found less ruminative [5], less narcissistic [6], less 

exploitative, and more empathic [7] than less forgiving people. 
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In the act of forgiving, as the victims come across the positive 

offender, the directed emotions such as empathy, a heightened 

motivation to forgive another person can be anticipated [1]. The 

emotional state of the person is very crucial in determining the 

forgiving behavior. For example, people with positive moods 

feel that the experienced transgression is not a serious threat or a 

grave problem and thus forgivable [8]. 

 

Among many different indicators of forgiveness, studies have 

highlighted religiosity as one of the important pointers. 

Religiosity functions as an internalized socio-moral mechanism 

for forgiveness. In this context, the role of religion may be 

understood as exerting social pressures on victims to perform in 

a socially and morally desirable manner regardless of their 

religious thoughts or emotions [9,10]. In many cultures 

religiosity may be influencing the forgiving behavior by 

stressing the socio-moral value of such an important act and 

providing the practitioners with the guidelines needed to adhere 

to those societal expectations. 

 

Empirical findings suggest that forgiveness yields many positive 

results. It has been reported that forgiveness is linked to both 

physical and mental aspects of health. According to Newberg, 

d’Aquili, Newberg, and deMarici [11] there are possible 

advantages of forgiving behavior as a consequence of the body’s 

stress response to an injury against the self. In the process of the 

nervous system acting to resolve an apparent injustice through 

parasympathetic activity such as meditation, there would be 

significant physiological and psychological advancements such 

as reduced heart rate, comfortable breathing, lower levels of 

anxiety, depression, hostility, and anger and increased self-

esteem. 

 

In various studies conducted among college students, forgiveness 

was found positively connected to global mental health and 

relationship quality [12], and hope [13]. High self-esteem and 

low levels of anxiety and depression were the results of higher 

levels of forgiveness among elderly women [14]. Parents who 

were high on forgiveness were also high on self-esteem, positive 

parenting styles, and lower anxiety and depression among 
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college students [15]. Clinical forgiveness interventions also 

show a significant benefit of practicing forgiveness. 

 

Freedman and Enright [16] implemented forgiveness 

interventions to the survivors of incest. After the intervention, 

women survivors reported significant increases on measures of 

forgiveness and hope, and significant decreases on measures of 

anxiety and depression in comparison to their pretreatment 

scores. This stage model, which is used for adults, involved four 

different stages of forgiveness. The first stage, the uncovering 

stage, emphasized on the understanding and control of anger. In 

the second stage, the decision stage, psycho-education about 

forgiveness and its positive outcomes to the victim, resulting in a 

decision to give up resentment or even display compassion 

toward the transgressor were highlighted. In the third stage, the 

work stage, clients gained understanding of the transgressor and 

his or her life circumstances that facilitated the transgression. By 

the time the client reaches the third and final stage of deepening, 

he/she finds increasing meaning in the suffering, feels more 

connected with others, and experiences decreased negative affect 

and, at times, renewed purpose in life. 

 

Another similar intervention study on forgiveness was done by 

Coyle and Enright [17] on 10 men who reported as having felt 

hurt by their parents’ decision for abortion. The findings showed 

that after the completion of forgiveness intervention, these men 

reported significant increases in forgiveness behavior and 

significant decreases in negative emotions such as grief, anger, 

and anxiety. In a study of adult population of USA, Toussaint, 

Williams, Musick, and Everson [18] reported that forgiveness of 

the self and others was positively related to life satisfaction. 

Similarly, Krause and Ellison [19] and Seybold, Hill, Neumann, 

and Chi [20] also documented that forgiveness predicted positive 

mental health among the respondents. 

 

Karremans, Van Lange, Ouwerkerk, and Kluwer [21] conducted 

an experimental study on adults where they 

manipulated forgiveness and measured its effects on well-being. 

The findings show that forgiveness displayed in marital 

relationships characterized by strong interpersonal commitment 
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was connected with satisfaction with life, positive emotions, 

decreased negative emotions, and high self-esteem. The study 

further reveals that inability to forgive in such relationships leads 

to frustration and tension which may play mediating role 

between anger and forgiveness.  

 

Forgiveness as an antidote for the negative effects of hostility is 

evidenced in many studies [22]. The positive benefits of 

forgiveness were displayed in enhanced marital quality, 

increased likelihood of future forgiveness, stronger commitment 

to the relationship, and less rumination about whether the 

offending partner apologized [23-25]. The positive effects of 

forgiveness are shown in many studies in terms of preventing the 

development of psychiatric problems and decreasing negative 

feelings, and increasing positive feelings in war veterans [26]. 

Forgiveness is shown to aid psychological healing through 

positive changes in affect [27]. 

 

The aim of the present study, therefore, is to generate more 

information and knowledge regarding the way the concept of 

forgiveness is perceived by forgiving people. The understanding 

of the relationship between forgiveness and mental health as 

explored in the present qualitative study, thus, aims to build on 

previously published research which has already been discussed 

and illustrated on how forgiveness as a positive trait can be 

enhanced and optimized. Moreover, from the review of 

literature, it is certain that most of the studies on forgiveness use 

quantitative methods focusing on the efficacy of interventions. 

However, it is equally important to identify characteristics of 

people who are forgiving and explore their life conditions which 

paved the way for the enhancement of forgiveness. The 

knowledge thus derived could be used to develop effective 

programs that are most compatible with their cognitive 

perspectives and life circumstances. Thus the present study 

attempts to fill the research gap by sharing the livid experiences 

of people who embrace forgiveness. Within the framework of 

positive psychology, forgiveness is recognized as a character 

strength and as a way to improve well-being and meaning in life 

and using this paradigm, this study also through the participant’s 



Prime Archives in Psychology 

7                                                                                www.videleaf.com 

narratives would throw light on the circumstances and paybacks 

which serve as stronger motivators of forgiveness for them. 

 

Research Questions  
 

(1) What are the indicators of forgiving behavior? 

(2) What are the childhood antecedents of forgiveness? 

(3) What are the benefits of forgiveness? 

 

Method  
Research Paradigm  

 
This study used an interpretivist paradigm. Qualitative research 

was used in this study because it helps the researcher to do an in-

depth analysis of people’s behaviors, attitudes, concerns, values, 

aspirations, motivations, and lifestyles. While doing a qualitative 

research, every researcher seeks to find how social experience is 

created and given meaning [28]. In this context, the present study 

attempted to explore different dimensions of forgiveness through 

understanding the experiences of forgiving people which is best 

answered by qualitative method for its ability to explain 

accurately the insightfulness and the meaning people attach to 

their experiences [29]. From a phenomenological perspective, 

the description of experiences is essential in really understanding 

the processes and meaning that individuals attach to their life. 

Using this research paradigm to guide, the current study has 

assisted in filling the gap on literature on the understanding of 

childhood antecedents and mental health benefits of forgiveness. 

 

Participants  
 

The participants selected for the study were 12 adults who have 

scored high on Heartland Forgiveness Scale [2]. The age of the 

participants ranged from 25 to 40. Initially the Heartland 

Forgiveness Scale was administered to a group of 50 adults, both 

males (N = 11) and females (N = 39) who were selected though 

purposive sampling. These participants were married adults 

having children. They all had completed their graduation and 

employed. Only 16 adults, out of which there were 2 males and 
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14 females, were finalized on the basis of their score on the 

scale. These participants had experienced some adverse 

transgressing situations in the past and this criterion is used to 

select the final list. After screening and obtaining consent, the 

final participant list included only 12 married working women 

who hailed from the urban sector. Seven participants identified 

themselves as practicing Christianity and five of them, practicing 

Hinduism. 

 

Measures and Procedure  
 

Informed consent was obtained from the participants before the 

administration of the measures. After the participants signed on 

the informed consent form, the socio-demographic profile was 

administered. Finally, the Heartland Forgiveness Scale [2] was 

used to identify the participants who are high on forgiveness. It 

is a self-report questionnaire, consisting of 18 items that measure 

the individual’s general tendency to be forgiving, rather than 

forgiving of a particular event or person. The scale has proved to 

be having sound psychometric properties. The Cronbach’s alpha 

is in fluctuation from 0.76 to 0.83 [30]. 

 

An in-depth interview schedule was used to collect data. In-

depth interview was selected because the area of interest is 

complex [31] and involved the experiences of forgiving people. 

The development and validation of interview schedule included 

the following steps. The interview protocol and guide was 

developed after conducting a thorough review of the literature on 

forgiveness. An informal interview with three members of the 

target population was conducted. Based on the data collected 

from the informal interview, some relevant modifications were 

made in the interview guide. Then, a provisional interview 

schedule was prepared. The interview schedule thus prepared 

was given to three experts—a senior member of target 

population and two subject experts. The final interview schedule 

was prepared by incorporating the suggestions and feedback 

given by the experts. 

 

The interview guide included questions regarding the 

participants’ childhood experiences, incidents, strengths, 
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challenges, coping strategies, and other aspects of experiences. 

The focus was on subjective interpretation and the meanings 

they make of their lives. The interviews were conducted at 

venues convenient to the participants. Socio-demographic 

information was collected. The interviews lasted between 45 min 

and 1 h. The entire interview schedule was recorded and later 

transcribed. 

 

Data Analysis  
 

The data were analyzed using thematic network analysis which 

is a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns or 

themes in data [32]. A consistent guide of thematic analysis 

explained by Ritchie, Spencer, and O’Connor [33] was followed 

during the analysis. 

 

Based on the objectives of the study, a thematic framework was 

developed, the raw data were indexed using thematic framework, 

materials with similar content or properties were sorted out and a 

thematic chart was plotted. Similarities and differences between 

various emerging themes were established and a coherent logical 

structure was displayed using the conceptual map. Basic themes 

were matched using sets of linkages to form organizing themes 

and groups of organizing themes were classified under a global 

theme. 

 

The following strategies were adopted to increase the 

trustworthiness of results. Some participants were approached 

more than once to achieve prolonged engagement which also 

increased the credibility [34]. Each participant was invited to 

make any changes they felt necessary to ensure confidentiality. 

Purposive sampling also increased transferability [34]. Rich 

descriptions of data and field notes were maintained. 

 

Ethical Consideration  
 

Informed consent form was given to the interviewee for 

participation in the study. This included agreeing to get the 

interview audiotaped, analyze interview transcripts successively 

for material that might violate confidentiality in the case of 
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published verbatim extracts. The participants were given the 

freedom to leave the study if they felt uncomfortable or wished 

to skip any questions. Confidentiality of the responses and names 

of the interviewees were maintained. The participants were 

informed beforehand that although quotes would be used in the 

final write-up for the research article, all identifying information 

about themselves (names, places, etc.) would not be revealed 

while transcribing the data and in the final write-up. 

 

Results  
 

The first objective of the study was to explore the indicators of 

forgiveness (Table 1, Figure 1). The following themes were 

emerged. 

 
Table 1: Thematic framework on factors indicating forgiving behavior. 

 
Global 

themes 

Organizing 

themes 

Basic themes 

Positive 

emotional 

state 

Happiness and 

contentment 

(1)Happiness in the present 

situation(2)Calm and relaxed in life(3)Even 

tempered and passionate about life 

Empathy 

and 

Perspective 

taking 

Experience the 

feeling of other 

(1)Identification with the 

transgressor(2)Taking responsibility for 

one’s thoughts, feelings and 

behavior(3)Situation is to be blamed, not 

the person(4)Observing the action and 

situation without judgment and evaluation. 

 Anticipation of 

other person’s 

thoughts 

 

Religiosity Conscience 

and trust in 

God 

(1)Feeling of guilt if not able to forgive 

others(2)Belief that God will forgive 

everybody for their mistakes(3)Religious 

beliefs influence life 
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Figure 1: Thematic network on indicators of forgiving behavior. 

The second objective of the study was to understand the childhood antecedents 

of forgiveness (Table 2, Figure 2) and the following themes were emerged. 
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Table 2: Thematic framework on childhood antecedents of forgiveness. 

 
Global 

themes 

Organizing 

themes 

Basic themes 

Parental 

influence 

Parents being 

role models  

(1)Parents are perceived as 

forgiving(2)Good and consistent disciplining 

practices are followed(3)Appropriate 

rewards for forgiving are given 

 Good child 

rearing 

practices 

 

Childhood 

experiences 

Experience of 

adversity 

(1)Many difficulties encountered in the 

past(2)Experience of bouncing 

back(3)Rewarding experiences in the form 

of positive outcomes 

 Resilience   

 

 
 

Figure 2: Thematic network on childhood antecedents of forgiveness. 
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The themes emerged for the third objective on the benefits of 

forgiveness are given in Table 3 and Figure 3. 

 
Table 3: Thematic framework on outcome of forgiveness. 

 
Global 

themes 

Organizing 

themes 

Basic themes 

Enhanced 

sense of 

well-being  

Emotionally 

balanced 

(1)Improved health and resistance(2)Able 

to respond with calmness and less 

anxiety(3)Optimum physiological arousal 

even in difficult situation(4)Able to repair 

damaged relationships 

 Lower levels 

of anxiety and 

anger  

 

 Good 

interpersonal 

relationships 

 

Self-

acceptance 

Positive regard 

for self 

(1)Adding meaning and purpose to 

life(2)Increased understanding of 

self(3)Appreciating and accepting one’s 

positives(4)Reflecting one’s self to 

understand mistakes 

 Self- 

regulation 

 

Competence 

to deal with 

challenges 

Problem 

focused 

coping 

(1)Reappraising the situations, preparing 

and following an action plan(2)Taking 

control and responsibility(3)Information 

seeking to see challenges as opportunity to 

grow 
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Figure 3: Thematic network on outcome of forgiveness. 

 

Discussion  
Indicators of Forgiving Behavior  
Positive Emotional State  

 
Experience of positive emotions is very much necessary to let 

things go and for being a forgiving person. Those who are 

forgiving had a mixture of pleasant emotions in their personal 

and professional lives. Experiencing positive affect may be a 

consequence of not keeping grudges within themselves and it is 

very important as it influences their personal and professional 

growth. It can also be considered as an indicator of making peace 

with life. Experiencing positive emotions has certain 

physiological benefits as it improves the functioning of 

cardiovascular system. Besides, it increases the likelihood of 

experiencing positive emotions in future [35]. 
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In the study, each participant felt that they were calm and relaxed 

in life in general, and they were able to deal with their emotions 

in a constructive way. All of them reported that they felt happy 

and contented in their present life. They felt that each time they 

went through a difficult situation, they let themselves experience 

the emotions, but let the negative effects go as they tried to 

resolve it. They added that keeping a happy face is a way of 

finding meaning in their life and they enjoyed the present 

moment. They believed that they are contented as result of their 

personal achievements. ―I generally find myself enjoying the way 

life turns out. See, I try focusing more on good things happening 

every day, instead of worrying over bad moments. Whenever I 

have to deal with hard situations, I give it a try resolving it as 

objectively as possible, go through the situation, but never let me 

get so much affected. That is the way I remain happy and 

peaceful‖ (P6, personal communication). 

 

Participants validated their positive affect by saying that it is 

important for them to feel happy and content in life as it will be 

reflected in the way they go about doing the daily activities of 

their life. They wanted to feel happy and satisfied and it 

appeared as if they made an effort to feel so. They said that they 

do not have any regret about their past decisions and happenings. 

Participant two also repeatedly reported experiencing calm and 

peace in her interview, for instance, ―Feeling inwardly calm and 

enjoying life at the present moment that I can live passionately 

and when I try regulating my emotions, life becomes more 

enjoyable.” 

 

Empathy and Perspective Taking  

 

Empathy is found to play a very significant role in the healing 

process of forgiveness [36]. Most of the participants said that 

they were able to identify with the transgressor and it might have 

helped them to forgive the wrongdoing. Even if others showed 

negative behavior towards them, the participants conveyed the 

message that the situation was to be blamed, not the person. 

They were able to accept others as they were with their weakness 

and potentialities. Only when a person recognizes how she felt in 
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a similar situation, can she assume how someone must be feeling 

in his or her own situation. 

 

Even if some mistakes were committed by people around them, 

they had a tendency to see it in a positive light. For example, ―I 

know the mistakes people make and I make it a point not to 

exaggerate it. I never blame myself or others because I know to 

err is human and I would have done the same harm if I were in 

that situation” (P6, personal communication). This view point is 

supported by previous research [37]. 

 

Such experiences were narrated by participants in which they 

supported others and the responsibility of mishaps on context. 

When a victim takes another’s perspective by putting himself in 

the offender’s shoes, he is able to substitute emotions for his 

problems, leading to increased healing. This perspective taking 

approach suggests a process of making associations at mental 

level between one person’s emotional state and one’s own past 

experience [38,39]. It was reflected in many participants’ 

explanations of how they dealt with the difficult situations. 

 

Religiosity  

 

Religiosity is considered pertinent in forgiving behavior because 

one’s own religious principles encouraged him/her to forgive 

others and the situations which are not fully under their control. 

It is likely that the more religious a person is, the more likely he 

or she will forgive others’ mistakes. Participants opined that 

people who are religious may feel guilty about their sins when 

they are unable to forgive others, which indicates that they have 

high levels of conscience. Many expressed the view point that 

their responses towards a transgressor could be different and that 

they put their trust into God and consequently will forgive 

themselves and others more easily. In his study, Neto [40] 

indicates that religiosity, to some extent, predicts the positive 

pervasive tendency toward forgiveness and negative approach 

toward continuous hatred which is also supporting the 

participant’s viewpoints. 
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Participants said that they are able to use religiosity to morally 

justify their current motivations toward an offender. P4, who 

believes in Christianity, expressed her attitude and outlook by 

saying that if she does not forgive the other person, she might 

feel guilty, disappointed, and depressed and as result, she/he is 

more likely to commit more sins than before. “Religious beliefs 

influence all my dealings in life and God gives me strength to 

forgive the offender. I trust in God and feel that he will take care 

of me if I forgive other people” (P4, personal communication). 

 

Participant 1 said that her beliefs and practices in Hinduism 

made her realize the value of life and practice the virtue of 

forgiveness, for instance, ―I believe in what Bhagavad Gita says, 

forgive the unavoidable. I have learned to forgive others and ask 

for forgiveness as it is taught to me.” This theme is supported by 

previous research findings [41]. 

 

Antecedents of Forgiveness 
Parental Influence  

 

The development of forgiveness traits may be influenced by 

many factors including the early childhood experiences. 

Participants narrated the instances where their parents had 

displayed forgiving behavior in different situations and 

encouraged their children to practice the same. Participants 

stated that they felt motivated at the encouragement received 

from the parents. ―I had the experience of mother having been 

treated badly by the family and she was diagnosed with 

leukemia. The extended family made her do all the work in spite 

of her illness. I used to feel bad about it. My mother used to tell 

me to forgive but it was hard for me to do so. But now as I look 

back, I don‟t have any hard feelings towards them” (P5, personal 

communication). 

 

Participants P7, P10, and P12 also gave similar accounts about 

their parents. In addition to parents being forgiving, they were 

also putting in efforts to inculcate in their children the virtue of 

forgiveness, and they were seen as perfect role models for 

learning. P7 narrated how she admired and respected the way her 

parents handled each conflicting situation. She learned observing 



Prime Archives in Psychology 

18                                                                                www.videleaf.com 

the contribution of her parents. She got motivated to let hard 

feelings go and more of forgiving by the encouragement from 

the parents. 

 

Childhood Experiences  

 

Most of the participants perceived their childhood experiences as 

a critical factor which fostered a sense of forgiveness in them. 

They went through difficult situations where forgiving was 

inevitable. ―Father went missing for a month without informing 

anybody, came back on his own, it was very hard for us to accept 

and forgive at that point of time. But gradually I was able to 

empathize with him and understand the circumstances which 

forced him to do that. This particular experience became a 

critical factor for me to look at other people‟s behavior from a 

new perspective and I think that made a huge difference in my 

life.” (P3, personal communication). 

 

According to the respondents, the hard situations in their 

childhood enabled them to overcome obstacles which come a 

long way to forgiveness. Experiences involving hardships and 

agony can make a person resilient and bring more courage and 

power to deal with similar situations but in a more constructive 

healthy way. Participants agreed that the learning they gained 

from early childhood experiences shaped their perception of 

people and events. They started enjoying the benefits associated 

with forgiving behavior. ―I think that if I fall back on something 

again and again, it affects my life. Internally I feel that I can‟t 

face the world. So I may not be able to make eye contact with 

other people. So looking at the incident as a learning experience, 

it helps me become more positive. So, next time, if such an 

incident happens, I will be more conscious. And, if I don‟t show 

negative feelings and remain calm over a period of time, it will 

become a part of me.” (P10, personal communication). Other 

participants also shared their experiences of benefiting from 

childhood challenges and difficulties. 
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Benefits of Forgiveness  
Enhanced Sense of Well-Being  

 
A sense of well-being is very important to have a fulfilling life 

and most participants agreed to that. They opined that whenever 

they forgive others, there is a sense of a burden being lifted and 

in turn, they experience more positive emotions and this pathway 

in turn leads to enhanced sense of well-being. Therefore, 

forgiveness can lead to improved psychological and physical 

well-being and to a deepening of relationship with the 

transgressor. 

 

P8 at various instances revealed of experiencing a transition 

from being aggressive to more peaceful and emotionally mature. 

For instance, ―Previously, I used to feel very sad or guilty about 

things, I used to be sad about the way I was treated. So I used to 

get very emotional about these things but after I started realizing 

the need to forgive and let it go, I became wise and matured and 

didn‟t take things so emotionally or didn‟t take things so much to 

my heart and I could see a change. Also, a sense of satisfaction 

results from this.” 

 

P6 sounded similar views when she said, ―I think whenever I 

forgave or asked for forgiveness, I tried to put my pride aside 

and show humility. I was able to empathize with the other person 

and to my surprise I felt contented and extremely happy over 

what I did.” Research also shows that forgiveness of the self and 

others was directly and positively related to one’s life 

satisfaction [18]. 

 

Participants said that forgiveness contributed greatly to their 

personal growth. They had become more open, less rigid, and 

emotionally stable, developed overall relationship satisfaction, 

and attained a sense of purpose and meaning in life. ―I have 

changed a lot. 70% wellbeing has been achieved. Earlier I used 

to blame myself. Now I understand that it might be because of 

the situation or other people. I am more in control of my 

thoughts. And I accept that everybody has some positives in 

them. So I accept them unconditionally. Forgiveness had played 
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a role in managing myself and others” (P5, personal 

communication). 

 

P2 also shared views on how she was able to repair the damaged 

relationships. ―Sometimes that might be better off that the other 

person does that reflection and find out rather than me pushing 

behind them. Then I received an email saying that „I am sorry I 

hurt you. But, that was not my intention. You have the freedom to 

do what you think is right. I wish you the best.‟ That is the way I 

dealt with it and that was done” (P2, personal communication). 

 

Self-Acceptance  

 

The positive outcomes of forgiveness include the improved sense 

of self-acceptance too. Most participants agreed that they 

possessed a positive attitude towards themselves, and felt content 

about past life. Participants spoke about the ways they looked 

into themselves. They took time to reflect on their performance 

and the impact of their forgiving behavior. For them, reflection 

was an ongoing process. ―When I look back, I am quite pleased 

with how things have turned out so far for me. I have analyzed 

each situation rationally, responded appropriately without 

making any effort to react intensely, and tried to manage my 

emotions even when I was going through difficult situations” 

(P1, personal communication). 

 

Self-acceptance through self-reflection also helps in realizing 

one’s mistakes and working on them. P8 said reflections on how 

she handles interpersonal conflicts helped her become a mature 

person, which in turn enabled her to experience more peace. 

Even other participants opined that being able to accept 

themselves added more meaning and purpose to their lives and 

whenever they encountered difficult and uncontrollable 

situations they tended to think that certain unforeseen and 

unfortunate happenings were destined to happen. This thought 

enabled them to forgive the other person involved in the 

situation. Accepting, respecting, and forgiving were significant 

in the lives of these participants to have peace with oneself and 

only then they could move forward in life. So they had to leave 

out grudges against self or others to achieve peace. 
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Competence to Deal with Challenge  

 
Practicing forgiveness may reap such benefits that the person 

develops strengths and optimizes the talents to deal effectively 

with life’s challenges. Participants opined that practicing 

forgiveness helped them to develop competency to appraise the 

difficult interpersonal situation more realistically and use 

effective coping strategies. This involved accepting 

responsibility for solving the problems, seeking accurate 

information about problems, developing action plans to solve the 

problems, and having an optimistic view of one’s capacity to 

solve problems. Some of the participants reported that they make 

conscious effort to minimize on personal threats by taking 

responsibility and control the situation as much as they could. 

 

They saw the best in every situation they encountered. P6 said 

how she had learnt to accept situations because of the way she 

looked at challenging situations in her life and she understands 

that forgiveness was very much needed in order to have a 

peaceful life. She felt it took some time for everything to fall into 

place. Participants said that they had belief in their effort and 

skills. The efficacy belief helped them sail through the problem. 

 

P9 narrated an instance when she was able to deal with a 

conflicting situation with a friend where forgiving was 

necessary. She said that when she was ready to look at the issue 

in a different perspective, it was easy for her to deal with it. ―I 

looked at the situation very objectively and realized that it had to 

be dealt with in a mature and rational fashion. I gained more 

understanding of that difficult interpersonal situation and I can 

tell undoubtedly that such strength derived from the patience and 

forgiving nature and now I feel very confident in dealing with 

any challenging situation.” (P9, personal communication). 

 

A review of the findings in the form of themes demonstrate that 

it is in line with the previous theoretical and empirical studies 

suggesting the benefits of forgiveness as improved well-being 

[19,42-45]. Although previous theoretical models identified 

different developmental stages of forgiveness and yet, there is a 

dearth of research on the childhood antecedents. This study 
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explored the importance of early influences in one’s life in 

cultivating forgiveness. This study is unique in terms of 

revealing the mental health profile of forgiving people through 

their narratives. 

 

Although this study fulfilled its objectives by providing answers 

to the research questions framed, it is not without limitations and 

its findings therefore should be used cautiously. The participants 

in this study were female and another study with more evenly 

distributed number of males and females would serve the 

purpose of understanding the gender influences in forgiving 

behavior. This study had not explored the multidimensional 

aspects of forgiveness, like forgiveness of self, the other and the 

situation, and future studies could examine the association 

between these specific dimensions and well-being. The themes 

emerged out of the data as benefits of forgiveness could be 

treated as predictors of forgiveness in future studies. A study of a 

similar nature could be replicated using a more diverse and large 

sample including different religious and cultural groups. A 

similar qualitative investigation involving participant interviews 

investigating the ways forgiveness reap mental health benefits 

would reveal more information regarding the use of cognitive 

strategies which aid in the process of forgiveness. 

 

Conclusions and Implications  
 

In conclusion, we can say that the study has identified three 

indicators of forgiveness which included the ability of the 

individual to experience positive emotions, empathy, and 

perspective taking and religiosity. The childhood antecedents of 

happiness identified from the data were parental influences and 

childhood experiences. Enhanced sense of well-being, self-

acceptance, and competence to deal with challenges were the 

outcomes of forgiveness as perceived by the participants. 

 

The findings of this study have several implications for 

practitioners, parents, and mental health professionals. The 

important finding in the current study that positive emotions 

contribute to the ability for the individuals to recover from 

negative emotional experiences of transgression, is relevant in 
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examining the health promoting qualities linked with 

forgiveness. It seems useful to understand how positive emotions 

might contribute to the development of character strengths. The 

role of parents in helping the children in cultivating forgiveness 

which emerged from the data is a very significant finding and 

this has implications for parents and educators. This indicate that 

children would need to grow up with models of forgiveness 

found in parents and other influential people, such as teachers in 

school and religious institutions. The theme of religiosity 

indicates that, forgiveness plays an important role both in 

accepting God’s forgiveness for personal sin as well as 

maintaining loving relationships within one’s own religious 

community. It reiterates the role each religion plays in fostering 

forgiveness in those who practice it. 

 

These findings could be applied in creating a positive 

environment, especially for children during their critical period 

of personality development. Forgiveness enhances personal 

growth and reaps many positive benefits in terms of enhancing 

physical and psychological well-being. The information gained 

through the interview that the process of forgiveness not only 

reduces the emotional distress associated with past hurts and 

offenses but enhanced more contentment and satisfaction in 

letting things go could be used to enhance optimal functioning in 

an individual. These findings also have significant implications 

as they help one to have an understanding of the influences of 

forgiveness on mental health which could further be applied 

toward the cultivation and practicing of forgiveness. 

 

The present study sample is very small. And also forgiveness of 

self is not covered in the present study which can be considered 

in a large sample. Situational factors that influence forgiveness at 

a given point of time can be identified and discussed further. The 

level and intensity of relationship of the forgiver with the 

transgressor may be addressed in future research. Contributions 

of different religions towards forgiveness and the differences, if 

any, may be studied in detail. 
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