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FORGIVENESS: The Way to Holistic Well-Being
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ABSTRACT

In an era of globalization where generations believe in lawsuits, it can sometimes seem like
forgiveness is a concept from TretaYug (Era of Ramayan, the Hindu mythology) or Biblical
times. However starting from last two decades of 20th century, developmental, social and
clinical psychologists have begun to study the concept of forgiveness more intensively and
scientifically(McCullough,2000).A wealth of research suggests that Forgiveness is a form of
healing that considers the whole person- body, mind, spirit, and emotions- to achieve optimal
health and well-being. Studies have found that the act of forgiveness can reap huge rewards for
our health, lowering the risk of heart attack; improving cholesterol levels & sleep; reducing pain,
blood pressure, and levels of anxiety, depression and stress. Research points to an increase in the
forgiveness-health connection as we age. Thus, field of psychology needs a proactive, positive
approach emphasizing strengths, rather than continuing in the downward spiral of negativity
trying to fix weaknesses.
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*“....the weak can never forgive. Forgiveness is an attribute of the strong.”” - (Mahatma Gandhi)

Though, Forgiveness is an ancient concept but historically it has been ignored as an area of
study by social psychological theorists and scientists. Conflict, be it Man vs Man or Nature or
Society or Self, the part of any doesn’’t just weigh down the spirit; it can also lead to physical
health issues. Forgiveness is one of the relatively few universal human virtues (Peterson & Seligman,
2000). All of the world’’s major religious traditions--Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and
Judaism- consider forgiveness a virtue to which human beings should aspire (McCullough &
Worthington, 1999). At the same time, forgiveness is among the least understood virtues and one of the
most difficult to attain. Because minor abrasions occur in almost all human interactions, most people are
practiced forgivers of individual offenses. Even under conditions of violence, war, and inhumane
treatment, forgiveness is frequently practiced. Glynn (1994) observed that one explanation for the
successful formation of the European Economic Union is forgiveness. Collectively speaking, the French,
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Dutch, and British forgave the Germans for the atrocities of World War 11, as did other damaged nations.
Likewise, the reciprocal forgiveness demonstrated by the United States and Japan after World War Il
helps explain the flourishing economic and social interchange that developed in subsequent decades. On
the other hand, the lack of peace in certain war-torn areas of the world can be at least partly explained by
the refusal of collectivities to forgive one another for past trespasses (Helmick & Petersen, 2001).

In 1970, virtually no one had studied forgiveness scientifically. Forgiveness was seen as within the
domain of religion, and (despite William James and early flirtation between psychology and religion)
science was uneasy with religion. Only a few intrepid social scientists conducted isolated studies related
to forgiving. Scientific study of forgiveness began in earnest only in the mid-1980s and has accelerated
since that time. It started in the therapeutic community after the publication of a trade book, Forgive and
Forget: Healing the Hurts We Don’t Deserve, by Lewis Smedes (1984), to promote forgiveness in
healing for problems in anger, lack of hope, depression, and trauma. In the mid-1980s, when most people
thought about forgiveness, they associated it with religion. Even if people were not religious, common
culture had imported the term forgiveness from religious usage. As society became more postmodern and
multicultural, though, forgiveness broke free of the confines of religious communities and even religious
connotation.

As more attention has been paid to the study of forgiveness both in popular culture and in science, more
guestions have arisen about what it is and how it develops, whether it is always beneficial, whether it can
be iatrogenic or induced, and how we might help people forgive if they wish to forgive. As some
guestions have been answered, new questions have arisen. The depth of our lack of understanding of what
forgiveness is and what its limits are has become more obvious. (Worthington, 2005). Thus, the aim of
review is to explore the connections between forgiveness and physical, mental, and spiritual health,
positivity resulted from the act of forgiveness, association between mental health issues such as anxiety
and depression and un-forgiveness.

FORGIVENESS: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Psychological scientists offered various definitions of forgiveness in the past two decades. In recent years,
researchers generally agree that forgiveness is distinct from other ways of dealing with personal insult or
injury. Most scholars agree that forgiveness occurs when an offended party chooses to abandon
resentment, negative judgment, bitterness, and indifferent behavior in response to an offense (Enright, et
al., 1992). Those negative emotions and attitudes are replaced by positive emotions, affirmative
motivations, and prosocial behavior toward the offender (Enright & Coyle, 1998; McCullough,
Pargament, &Thoreson, 2000). Forgiveness, then, is a conscious choice to replace negativity with
positivity, and it is inherently social since it occurs in relationship to other individuals, not to inanimate
objects. It is replacing negative thinking, action, and feelings with more positive thinking, action, and
feelings (Enright & Coyle, 1998).

Forgiveness is a process of removing an unpleasant and durable complex mental state, which has been
called un-forgiveness (Enright, 2001; Worthington, 2006). ). Un-forgiveness incorporates a complex of
negative emotions, negative thoughts, negative motivations, and avoidance behavior focused on the
offender and the transgression. The negative emotions are primarily not only the feelings of anger,
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bitterness, and resentment, but also include fear of future harm. McCullough (2003) and various
collaborators have suggested that forgiveness is a redirection of motivations. They have defined
forgiveness as a redirection in negative motivations, which is also accompanied by more conciliatory
motivations toward the transgressor. Wade & Worthington (2003) found that Emotional forgiveness
which is a replacement of negative, unforgiving emotions with positive, other-oriented emotions is the
key to neutralize negative feelings. At first, the positive emotions neutralize some negative emotions,
resulting in a decrease in negative emotions. However, once the negative emotion is substantially
eliminated, positive emotions can be built.

Although controversy surrounds the definition of forgiveness by Enright et al. (1992), psychologists
generally agree about some core elements of forgiveness. For example, most psychologists agree that
forgiveness does not imply pardoning (granted only by a representative of society, such as a judge)
forgetting (removing awareness of the offence from consciousness; to forgive is more than just not
thinking about the offence), condoning (failing to see the action as wrong and in need of forgiveness), or
excusing offenses (not holding the person or group responsible for the action), and forgiveness does not
necessarily imply reconciliation, trust, or release from legal accountability. Neither is forgiveness the
same as reconciling a damaged relationship or restoring offenders to their former status (Sutton, 2010).
Instead, many psychologists contend that forgiveness involves a conscious decision while acknowledging
the seriousness of the wrong-to release or forego bitterness and vengeance (Enright, Freedman, & Rique,
1998). Forgiveness is sometimes described as an altruistic gift (Smedes, 1984; Worthington, 1998b), one
given freely in spite of not being deserved by offenders.

The construct of forgiveness has its historical roots in philosophy and theology, but can also be a part of
contemporary social science. Some researchers regard it as an intrapersonal phenomenon in mentality,
while others provide an interpersonal interpretation. In interpersonal relationships, forgiveness from one
party toward the other that has exhibited transgression, betrayal, and/or other harmful actions is a
requisite to the restoration of harmony in the relationship (Finkel et al., 2002), and should be the initial
step in rebuilding trust (Chung & Beverland, 2006; Schoorman, Mayer, & Davis, 2007). Factors
influencing interpersonal forgiveness can fall into social cognitive factors (empathy, attribution), factors
related to transgressions (apology), relational factors (relationship satisfaction, commitment), and
personality factors (agreeableness) (Fincham et al., 2002; Finkel et al., 2002; McCullough et al., 1998).

Certain authors (Worthington, 2000; Enright and the Human Development Group, 1994) have argued that
forgiveness is exclusively an intrapsychic phenomenon. It occurs only within a single individual and is
not a social phenomenon. While others (Pargament & Rye, 1998; Baumeister, Exline, & Sommer, 1998)
indicate that both social and psychological dimensions exist. In the case of the former scholars,
forgiveness is distinguished from reconciliation, meaning a re-establishment of a relationship between
two parties. One can forgive, they assert, without wanting to re- stablish a relationship with the offender
or without having the relationship return to normal. Forgiveness still requires abandoning negative
affective and behavioral approaches. Trust may not be present, but the motives of the forgiver are toward
goodness for the offender. Our approach to forgiveness, then, is as a concept with two core dimensions:
an intrapsychic dimension and an interpersonal or social dimension. Forgiveness occurs when a
transformation occurs within an individual as well as when the relationship between the victim and the
perpetrator is changed.
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“In a nutshell, then, forgiveness may be best understood as having two distinct dimensions: It is both an
internal mental/emotional state and an Inter-personal act. It can be a process that goes on entirely inside
the mind of the victim, or it can be a transaction that occurs between two people, even without much in
the way of inner processing”(Baumeister, Exline, & Sommer, 1998: 86).

Studies have found that some people are just naturally more forgiving. Consequently, they tend to be
more satisfied with their lives and to have less depression, anxiety, stress, anger and hostility. Despite
misconceptions associating forgiveness with weakness or timidity, to truly forgive is an indication of
remarkable strength and discipline. We should apply the act of Forgiveness to our daily lives
because it may hold ample of spiritual and holistic health benefits.

Forgiveness, Health & Well-Being

Well-being is a comprehensive term for the psychological, physical, social, or economic state of
an individual or group (Scott et al., 2014; Diener 2009; Malhotra 2006; Sirgy& Lee 2006). A
major proposition in psychology is that well-being is not simply the lack of mental illness
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Seligman (2011), in PERMA model of flourishing,
defined psychological well-being in terms of five domains: positive emotions (P), engagement
(E), relationships (R), meaning (M), and accomplishment (A). The potential advantages of
forgiveness are putatively observed as “holistic medicine” in the quest for optimal health and well-
being. Thus, the prospective and possible benefits of Forgiveness are localized in the areas of physical,
mental, relational, and spiritual health.

Forgiveness might affect people*s physical health because it appears to decrease intrapersonal stress and
the harmful emotions of persistent anger; it is not surprising that forgiveness is linked to better general
health. Thus, speculations of positive outcomes are made regarding forgiveness. Although there is
scarcity of research indicating direct association of forgiveness with improved physical health, still there
are scores of researches showing direct positive relationship between forgiveness and physical
health(Lawler et al, 2005, Witvliet et al, 2001). Researches have showed that a frequently unforgiving
person might experience disorders of the cardiovascular or immune system. If we extend the findings
from related literatures we might come to the conclusion that un-forgiveness has a negative impact on
physical health. Un-forgiveness is stressful and makes people feel hostile toward transgressors (Witvliet,
Ludwig, & Vander Laan, 2001)while imagination of forgiving transgressors showed improvement in
functioning of the cardiovascular system (measured by heart rate and blood pressure) and sympathetic
nervous system, since forgiving results in substitution of positive emotions for negative emotions.

Toussaint, Williams, Musick, and Everson (2001) published results from a national survey suggesting that
in elderly people, forgiveness was associated with fewer negative health symptoms. People over 45 years
of age who had forgiven others reported greater satisfaction with their lives and were less likely to report
symptoms of psychological distress, such as feelings of nervousness, restlessness, and sadness. The
anticipation is that physical health will be negatively affected if people are chronically unforgiving and
positively affected if they practice regular forgiveness. The act of forgiving reduces hostility and anger
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(Bono & Mc Cullough, 2004). Miller et al. (1996) reported Forgiveness to be associated with decrease in
coronary problems and results in lower rate of premature deaths.

Forgiveness aids psychological healing through positive changes in affect (West, 2001). It can be said that
Forgiveness and un-forgiveness might also affect mental health and well-being. At a minimum, it seems
obvious that people who are unforgiving experience more anger and depression. Forgiveness might be
associated with improved spiritual health. It restores a victim™s sense of personal power (Goboda-
Madikizela, 2002; Fincham, Hall & Beach, 2005) and improves physical and mental health (Toussaint &
Webb, 2005). A 2005 Journal of Behavioral Medicine study showed that forgiveness is associated with a
whole range of health measures, including medications taken, sleep quality and fatigue.

A study (Lawler-Row &Piferi, 2006) looked at seniors and found forgivingness related to levels of stress,
well-being, and depression. Seybold et al (2001) observed that those high on forgiveness were healthier
showing lower anxiety, anger and depression, lower hematocrit and W.B. counts. Moreover, these
persons also had lower inclination towards alcohol and cigarette use (Lawler, et al, 2005), a more direct
evidence of association between forgiveness and health. The authors found level of forgivingness was
linked to successful aging, which included the mastery of the environment, relationships with others,
purpose in life, and personal growth and acceptance. Earlier research on forgiveness and measures of
health showed that forgiveness in general is positively associated with better health in terms of the
heart, hormones, and immune system. A 2011 study of married couples in the journal of Personal
Relationships, showed that when the victim in the situation forgave the other person, both experienced a
decrease in blood pressure.

Additional studies using highly sophisticated imaging equipment to detect changes in brain functioning
associated with forgiveness suggest potential for better understanding the link between forgiveness,
mental states, and general health (Worthington et. al., 2007).People who forgive more readily are less
likely to be depressed and anxious, and more likely to be happy. These physical and psychological
gualities of forgiveness could all be key factor in predicting a longer life. The way we respond when we
feel wronged, or when we seek even forgiveness of our-self, has a variety of health-boosting effects.
Despite misconceptions associating forgiveness with weakness or timidity, truly forgiving is an
indication of remarkable strength and discipline.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH

New research suggests that forgiveness tends to be positively associated with over all well-being and
desirable relationship outcomes. As, Forgiveness can benefit people*s physical health and psychological
well-being; forsaking a grudge may free a person from hostility and all its unhealthy consequences.
People can deal with injustices and wrong doings in many ways. They don“t have to decide to forgive,
and they don“t necessarily need to change their emotions. But if they don“t change their response, un-
forgiveness can take its toll on physical, mental, relational, and even spiritual health. So, when we forgive
someone, we make the choice to give up our desire for revenge and feelings of resentment. Instead of
revenge, resentment & judgement, we show generosity, tolerance and kindness. Also, in many
publications indirect association of forgiveness is established with commitment (Karremans & Lange et
al, 2003), reduction in negative effect, reduction in stress and good social skills (Lawler et al, 2005) as
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mediating variable. So there is need for more rational studies establishing more direct relationship
between forgiveness and negative effects. Further research in this area is warranted, if we consider the
immense significance of forgiveness in conflict management particularly with regard to international and
organizational conflicts. Fortunately, forgiveness is found to be tillable and then can be practices through
different strategies, including developing empathy. The overall intent of the article is to generate some
positive thinking and excitement for the OB field and “hopefully” stimulate some new theory building,
research, and effective application.
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