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Forgiveness is an issue that recently has received increasing atten-
tion in the psychological literature, yet little empirical research has
been conducted on this topic. This article presents initial support
and validation of an inventory based upon Gordon and Baucom’s
(1998) three-stage synthesized model of forgiveness in marital re-
lationships. This model places forgiveness in the framework of a
reaction to a traumatic interpersonal event. One hundred seven
community couples completed several measures of marital func-
tioning, along with the new measure of forgiveness. The measure
achieved internal reliability, and a confirmatory factor analysis
suggested that the resulting subscales are a good fit with the data.
Further results offered preliminary support for the inventory’s va-
lidity and its relation to various aspect of marital functioning. In-
dividuals placed into groups based upon their scores on this mea-
sure reported expected levels of global forgiveness, relationship power
and closeness, and assumptions about themselves and their part-
ners. The limitations of the study are identified, and clinical and
research implications of these findings are discussed.

Despite a relative lack of empirical interest, the discussion of forgiveness and
its applications to psychotherapy have been gaining ground during the last
twenty years, and several models of forgiveness have been proposed (e.g.,
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Enright & the Human Development Study Group, 1991; Hargrave & Sells,
1997; McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997; McCullough, Rachal, Sandage
et al., 1998; Rosenak & Harnden 1992; Rowe, Halling, Davies, Leifer, Powers,
& van Bronkhorst, 1989; Smedes 1984, Worthington, 1998; Worthington &
DiBlasio, 1990). Recently the authors of the current article proposed a model
of forgiveness that integrated their own clinical observations with these ex-
isting theoretical writings on forgiveness and empirically based marital and
forgiveness research (Gordon & Baucom, 1998). The purpose of the current
study is to present preliminary validation for an inventory based on this
model.

As the model previously outlined is a stage model, it ultimately requires
a longitudinal design to definitively test its validity. However, as longitudinal
designs require considerable investment of time and money, it is preferable
to first examine the important constructs cross-sectionally to ascertain pat-
terns in the data indicating a stage-like model, which would then suggest
that investment in longitudinal research might be warranted. Additionally,
the existing peer-reviewed, published forgiveness measures are all primarily
state or dispositional measures of forgiveness (e.g., Berry, Worthington, Parrott,
O’Connor, & Wade, 2001; Hargrave & Sells, 1997; McCullough, Worthington,
& Rachal, 1997; McCullough, Rachal, Sandage et al., 1998). Currently, there
are no measures that examine different elements of the forgiveness process,
despite the fact that many forgiveness theorists suggest that forgiveness fol-
lows a stage-like process. Thus, it is necessary to develop a measure that
assesses the specific cognitive, behavioral, and emotional experiences that
individuals might encounter in each of the stages. Nonetheless, due to its
cross-sectional design, this paper and this inventory must be viewed only as
the first step in a long process of examining the complex course of forgive-
ness; it is designed only to capture how much an individual is experiencing
specific cognitive, behavioral, and emotional experiences that have been
hypothesized to occur in each stage. Finally, while forgiveness most fre-
quently (but not always) is a dyadic process, the work described here fo-
cuses primarily on the injured individual, although some attention is paid to
the partner. Future work will be needed to outline the dyadic processes
more clearly.

OVERVIEW OF FORGIVENESS MODEL

A description of the stage model follows, but, due to space limitations, this
description is necessarily a brief overview. Readers are referred to papers by
Gordon and Baucom (1998, 1999) and Gordon, Baucom, and Snyder (2000)
for a more thorough review of the literature and of this model. First, the
model proposes that forgiveness of major betrayals (e.g., infidelities, signifi-
cant deceptions, and violations of trust) can closely parallel some aspects of
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recovery from more general traumatic events. Although there are many theo-
ries and approaches to the treatment of trauma, there are several existing
models in the literature that appear to fit closely with the responses people
spontaneously report after interpersonal betrayals (e.g., Rowe et al., 1989).
These trauma models suggest that the typical response to a traumatic event
incorporates three phases: (a) impact, (b) a search for meaning, and (c)
recovery (e.g., Horowitz, 1985; Janoff-Bulman, 1989; McCann, Sakheim, &
Abrahamson, 1988; Resick & Calhoun, 2001). The forgiveness process de-
scribed in our previous paper, and, in fact, many of the other existing mod-
els of forgiveness, may be seen to parallel these three phases. Furthermore,
trauma research has suggested that post-traumatic stress reactions evolve
from “violated assumptions” (e.g., Janoff-Bulman, 1989; McCann, Sakheim,
& Abrahams on, 1988; Resick & Calhoun, 2001). The major betrayal that
requires a forgiveness process can be seen as an interpersonal trauma that
disrupts the person’s previous assumptions and expectations of his or her
partner and their relationship in general. Therefore, the need to engage in
the forgiveness process may result from an individual’s attempt to recon-
struct or modify these former beliefs about the partner and the relationship,
and to regain a sense of interpersonal control, predictability, and safety in
the relationship if the person is to effectively move on from the event.

In Stage I, or the “impact,” stage, the injured partners begin to realize
the effect of the betrayal upon themselves and their relationships. Almost
all forgiveness stage models suggest that this stage is a period of signifi-
cant cognitive, emotional, and behavioral disruption (e.g., Enright et al.,
1991; Gordon & Baucom, 1998; Hargraves & Sells, 1997; Rosenak &
Harnden, 1992; Rowe et al., 1989; Smedes 1984). Individuals in this phase
are likely to report feeling as if “the rug were pulled out” from beneath
them. These responses indicate that important assumptions about their
marriages have been disrupted. These violated assumptions often involve
beliefs that one’s partner can be trusted, that the relationship is safe, that
one can predict how one’s partner will behave, that one has reasonable
control over one’s own relationship, and so on. The betrayal can call
these important assumptions into question; injured partners no longer
can trust their assumptions to guide their daily interactions or to predict
future events. Therefore, they are likely to engage in a process of collect-
ing details related to the negative event or betrayal in an attempt to ex-
plain, or develop attributions about what has happened. Furthermore,
these violated assumptions often leave the “victim” feeling out of control,
powerless, and no longer able to predict future behaviors on the part of
his or her partner. Consequently, they are likely to lash out in a punitive
manner toward their partners in order to “even the score.” In addition,
they also are likely to withdraw significantly from their partners and their
relationships in order to protect themselves. These phenomena are natu-
ral reactions to a painfully traumatic event and are similar to the ap-
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proach-avoidance strategies used by victims of traumatic stress (e.g.,
Horowitz, 1985; Horowitz, Stinson, & Field, 1991).

Most trauma and forgiveness theories posit that the injured partners
must attempt to place the betrayal trauma in a wider context in order to
understand why it occurred (e.g., Enright et al., 1991; Gordon & Baucom,
1998; Hargrave & Sells, 1997; Horowitz et al., 1991; McCullough, Worthington,
& Rachal, 1997; Rosenak & Harnden, 1992; Rowe et al., 1989; Smedes, 1984;
Worthington, 1998). Therefore, the focus of Stage II of this forgiveness model,
the “meaning” stage, is to discover why the betrayal occurred in order to
make the partner’s behavior more understandable and predictable. With this
increased understanding also comes the possibility of an increased sense of
control over one’s own life, accompanied by an increased sense of safety
and security, and a decreased feeling of powerlessness. This increased un-
derstanding also aids individuals in reconstructing their violated assump-
tions and creating new beliefs and expectancies for the future of the rela-
tionship. Furthermore, clinical observations suggest that many couples engage
in patterned bouts of restitution or retribution in order to right the sense of
power imbalance.

Again, similar to most trauma victims, in Stage III, or the recovery or
“moving on” stage, the injured person must move beyond the event and stop
allowing it to control his or her life. The understanding gained from Stage II
is consolidated during Stage III of the forgiveness process. Under optimal
circumstances, the injured partner develops a non-distorted view of his or
her partner and their relationship. In addition, the injured individual often
experiences less intense negative feelings toward the partner, either from the
increased understanding that has been obtained, or from the realization that
clinging to high levels of anger has disruptive effects on the person experi-
encing those emotions. Similarly, the injured person recognizes that continu-
ing to punish the partner will not “even the score” and makes it difficult to
move forward with life. Finally, the injured person must reevaluate the rela-
tionship and make a decision regarding whether or not he or she wishes to
continue with the relationship. Thus, the forgiveness process as currently
described by the authors’ model does not necessarily imply reconciliation,
although theorists differ on whether forgiveness without a renewal of the
relationship is a complete forgiveness (see Enright & the Human Develop-
ment Study Group, 1991; Hargrave & Sells, 1997; Murphy, 1982; Rowe et al.,
1989; Smedes, 1984). Again, as described earlier, the elements of forgiveness
in this final stage of the process are echoed in almost every existing forgive-
ness model. Indeed, these elements might be seen as the definition of for-
giveness: (a) regaining a more balanced view of the offender and the event;
(b) decreasing negative affect towards the offender; and (c) giving up the
right to punish the offender further (e.g., Enright & the Human Development
Study Group, 1991; Hargrave & Sells, 1997; McCullough, Worthington, &
Rachal, 1997; Rosenak & Harnden, 1992; Rowe et al., 1989; Smedes, 1984).
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OVERVIEW OF STUDY AND HYPOTHESES

The forgiveness measure evaluated in this study was explicitly tied to the
predictions laid out in the model. The measure includes three subscales,
each subscale corresponding to a hypothesized stage and consisting of ques-
tions asking directly about behavioral, emotional, and cognitive processes
hypothesized to be occurring in that stage. First, this measure was examined
for adequate reliability. Then its validity was assessed in two ways. First, a
confirmatory factor analysis was performed. Second, individuals were placed
into one of the three stages of forgiveness and then these “stage” groups
were compared on a number of aspects of marital functioning. Therefore a
person labeled as Stage I would report on the inventory that they were
predominantly engaging in specific behavioral, emotional, and cognitive
processes that were hypothesized to be essential to Stage I. The following
predictions were made for persons placed in each of these stage groups
using the Forgiveness Inventory. Additionally, these participants were com-
pared to married partners who reported that they have not had to forgive
their spouses (a forgiveness-not-applicable group); this group served as a
“control” group to evaluate the effects of ever having to forgive major betray-
als versus never experiencing a major betrayal.

Hypothesis 1

It was hypothesized that individuals placed in the Stage I group (as identi-
fied by the Forgiveness Inventory) would report the least amount of forgive-
ness as measured by a global self-report item of forgiveness. Similarly, indi-
viduals classified in Stage III of the forgiveness process according to the
inventory should report the greatest amount of forgiveness on a global level.
Finally, persons classified in Stage II of the forgiveness process should rate
their global level of forgiveness as intermediate between these two groups.

Hypothesis 2

Initially following the betrayal, the injured partner is expected to have had
their positive assumptions about their partner and themselves violated; there-
fore, they should report the most negative assumptions about their marriage.
However, as the injured partners proceed through the process of forgive-
ness, their assumptions about themselves, their partners, and their relation-
ships should become less negatively distorted. In addition, given that the
injured partner is likely to feel victimized by the betrayal, they are more
likely to report a greater sense of a power imbalance in their relationship.
However, this power imbalance is expected to be reduced as the individual
proceeds through the forgiveness process (because the injured person be-
gins to feel less victimized). Therefore, it was hypothesized that individuals
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primarily reporting Stage I experiences on this inventory would report that
their partners have the most power in their relationships, whereas individu-
als reporting primarily Stage II-type behaviors would be less likely to report
this imbalance. Furthermore, persons reporting primarily Stage III experi-
ences would be least likely to report this imbalance. Additionally, because
persons reporting primarily Stage I experiences are likely to withdraw from
the relationship to protect themselves, it was predicted that they also are
likely to report less psychological closeness and less investment in their
relationships than people reporting primarily Stage II and III experiences.
Persons primarily reporting Stage II experiences likely would report more
closeness and more investment in their relationships than persons reporting
primarily Stage I experiences, but less closeness than individuals reporting
primarily Stage III experiences.

Finally, as these disrupted assumptions, perceptions of a power imbal-
ance, greater distance between partners, and reduced investment in the rela-
tionship are likely to have a broad-based, negative impact on the marriage, it
was predicted that the global level of marital adjustment would increase
commensurately with the stage of forgiveness in which the person is classified.

Hypothesis 3

This investigation also included, as a control group, a group of individuals
who reported that they have not needed to forgive their partners. Although
it was hypothesized that individuals reporting experiences characteristic of
the early stages of the forgiveness process (i.e., Stages I and II) are likely to
be experiencing relationship difficulties compared to persons who have never
needed to forgive their partners, the relationship functioning of persons re-
porting experiences characteristic of Stage III of the forgiveness process as
compared to the forgiveness-not-applicable group was uncertain. It could be
argued that having experienced a relationship trauma would take a toll on
the relationship. On the other hand, having experienced a betrayal but hav-
ing forgiven one’s partner could result in a “stronger” relationship. There-
fore, no specific hypotheses were developed comparing persons in the final
stage of forgiveness versus the forgiveness-not-applicable group.

METHOD

Participants

Initial participants were 107 couples from a small, university community in
North Carolina who agreed to take part in a larger community study of
marriage. The average age for female participants was 39.2 years; for males,
it was 41.4 years. Female participants had an average of 16.0 years of educa-
tion; the males had an average of 16.6 years of education. The mean length
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of time married was 14.9 years. Eighty-six percent of the women had been
married once, and 14% had been married twice; 83% of the men had been
married once, and 17% had been married twice. The couples also reported
an average of 1.7 children. The majority of the sample was Caucasian (95.8%).

Ten additional participants were recruited through two marital clinics: a
marital and family therapy clinic in College Station, Texas, and a local pedi-
atric psychology practice in North Carolina that also provides marital coun-
seling as part of its practice. It was hoped that by adding an additional
sample of distressed couples, the number of people who were currently in
the midst of the forgiveness process would increase. The average age for
female participants for this second sample was 40.4 years; for males, it was
42.8 yearn. Female participants had an average of 15.8 years of education;
the males had an average of 17.2 years of education. Eighty percent of the
women had been married once, and 20% had been married twice; 60% of
the men had been married once, 20% had been married twice, and 20% had
been married three times. The mean length of time married was 15.5 years.
The couples also reported an average of 1.8 children. All participants in this
sample were Caucasian. There were no significant differences between the
community and clinic samples on any demographic variables.

One hundred five people out of a total of 214 men and women (49% of
the entire sample) completed the Forgiveness Inventory; 51 participants re-
ported that the Forgiveness Inventory was not applicable. The remaining 58
people left the inventory blank, making it difficult to ascertain whether they
had not had to forgive their partners for a major betrayal or, instead, had
chosen not to report on their experiences; these people were not included
in the analyses. Sixty-one percent of the participants reporting a betrayal
were female, and 39% were male.

Procedure

Through the use of a commercial mailing list, couples were randomly cho-
sen to participate in the investigation. Letters were sent to the couples ex-
plaining the purpose of the study. The letter was followed by a telephone
call to answer questions and to assess the couple’s interest in participating.
Seventeen percent of couples asked agreed to participate; although this is
low, this percentage agreement is consistent with other studies using this
method of recruitment (cf., Davila, Bradbury, Cohan, & Tochluk, 1997). Those
who agreed to participate were then mailed the questionnaires and instructed
to fill them out separately and not discuss their answers. There were two
separate packets, one for each spouse, containing the above measures as
well as additional measures that were not employed in the current study. If
the questionnaires were not returned within the time allotted, the couple
received a follow-up telephone call. Once the couple had returned the in-
ventories, they received a packet describing the hypotheses and results of
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the study. Couples did not receive any incentive for their participation in this
project. Over 80% of the sample returned the packets. Finally, as mentioned
above, additional clients were recruited from clinics in Chapel Hill, North
Carolina, and College Station, Texas. Therapists offered participation in this
study to clients who were presenting for their first marital therapy session.
Clients from the two clinics who consented to participate in the study were
given packets to complete before their third therapy session. Completed
packets were returned to the therapist, who forwarded them to the investiga-
tors.

Materials

Several of the measures used in this study are new measures that have not
been published. These measures were created to have high content validity
and to ask directly about the constructs of interest. As demonstrated below,
initial findings on these new measures suggest that they have acceptable
reliability and validity. Copies of these measures may be obtained by con-
tacting the first author.

DYADIC ADJUSTMENT SCALE (DAS; SPANIER, 1976)

The DAS is a 32-item, widely used measure of marital adjustment. Studies
have reported good reliability and validity, and this measure is sensitive to
clinical changes (Carey, Spector, Lantinga, & Krauss, 1993; Sharpley & Cross,
1982; Spanier, 1976).

GLOBAL SELF-REPORT OF FORGIVENESS

The participants also provided a rating of how much they had forgiven their
partners for the incident on a single item scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to
5 (completely). In addition, similar measures of forgiveness also have been
used to assess forgiveness effectively in recent published studies (e.g., Boon
& Sulsky, 1997; Schlenker & Darby, 1982; McCullough et al., 1998).

RELATIONSHIP DIMENSIONS PROFILE (RDP; DAIUTO & RAUCOM, 1994)

The RDP is a recently constructed questionnaire designed to assess couples
on important dimensions of marital functioning. For reasons described ear-
lier in the overview of the study, three of these dimensions were selected for
use in this investigation: Psychological Boundaries, Investment, and Power-
Partner. Psychological Boundaries refers to the degree of psychological and
emotional distance between the partners and the extent to which they expe-
rience a “couple identity.” Investment indicates the types and amount of
contributions that an individual makes to the relationship and the extent to
which the relationship is a priority for the respondent. Power-Partner refers
to the amount of influence a person believes that his or her partner has in
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the relationship relative to himself or herself. Examples of items from each of
these dimensions are: (a) “My partner knows what I am thinking and feeling
before I speak” and “I think of myself as part of a “couple” more than as a
separate person” (Psychological Boundaries); (b) “Not much energy goes
into our relationship” and “We devote time to being together only after all
other things are taken care of (Investment); and (c) “Our relationship goes
the way my partner wants it to go,” “I do things that I would prefer not to do
because I have somehow been influenced by my partner.” (Power-partner).
Alpha coefficients range from .71 (Power-partner) to .90 (Investment).

ASSUMPTIONS SCALE (CARELS, COOP, & BAUCOM , 1994)

This 26-item measure was constructed specifically for this study using di-
mensions from Janoff-Bulman’s original assumptions measure (Janoff-Bulman,
1989) and dimensions of basic schemas/assumptions proposed by McCann
and colleagues (1988). The Assumption Scale consists of three sub-scales:
Marital Assumptions about Self, Marital Assumptions about Partner, and Marital
Assumptions—General. Examples of items from the various scales are: “I can
trust my judgments about my partner” (Self); My partner cares about me
(Partner); “Partners are generally able to trust each other” (General). These
items initially were given to a group of clinical psychology doctoral students
participating in a marital studies laboratory in order to assess their content
validity. Items that were considered unclear or invalid were altered or dis-
carded. All remaining items were judged to have good content validity. For
each of the items, participants were asked to rate how much they agreed or
disagreed with the assumptive statements on a six point scale, Higher scores
indicated more disagreement (i.e., more negative assumptions). In this study,
reliability analyses for these scales indicated acceptable alphas for all the
scales r = .83 – .91).

FORGIVENESS INVENTORY (COOP & BAUCOM, 1994)

The Forgiveness Inventory is a 25-item questionnaire that was developed to
test the forgiveness model outlined in this study. Based upon the investiga-
tors’ theoretical model, clinical observations, and the forgiveness literature,
items were generated to represent each stage in the process and each com-
ponent (cognitive, behavioral, and emotional) in the three stages. These
items initially were given to a group of clinical psychology doctoral students
participating in a marital studies laboratory in order to assess their content
validity. Items that were considered unclear or invalid were altered or dis-
carded. All remaining items were judged to have good content validity. In
the current investigation, participants first were asked to describe an incident
of major betrayal that occurred either in their current or a past relationship.
They were given examples of betrayals such as affairs, alcohol abuse, and
major lies. Actual betrayals listed ranged from extramarital affairs to years of
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emotional neglect to forgetting to take a spouse home after major surgery to
killing a beloved pet. Then, keeping this incident in mind, participants were
asked to rate how much they currently experience each item on a scale of 1
(almost never) to 5 (almost always). Psychometric information regarding this
scale is reported below.

RESULTS

Reliability and Validity of the Forgiveness Inventory

Cronbach’s alphas were computed for the original theoretical scales. Alphas
for the original items for Scale 1, Scale 2, and Scale 3 were .77, .55, and .56,
respectively. Items were then discarded or moved to other scales based on
their correlations with each scales and if the change was deemed consistent
with the theory, until adequate alphas were obtained. See Table 1 for the
items that comprised the final scale. All subscales achieved acceptable levels
of reliability; Cronbach’s alpha levels for the final scales were .85, .76, and
.75 for the Stage I, the Stage II, and the Stage III subscales, respectively.
Furthermore, a confirmatory factor analysis supported the existence of the
three subscales, each of which contained the cognitive, behavioral, and af-
fective components as proposed in Table 1. The final model, which allowed
the emotional components of Stage II and III to load negatively on the Stage
I factor, obtained an adequate goodness of fit index, χ2 (df = 22) = 29.45, p =
.132. This index was non-significant, indicating that this model does not
significantly differ from the observed data and provides a good fit to the
data, and a better fit to the data than a null model consisting of no common
factors, or a simple model consisting of one factor. For more detailed infor-
mation on these analyses, please contact the first author.

Finally, the intercorrelations among the three factors were examined. As
predicted, the Stage III factor was negatively correlated with the Stage I
factor, r = –.20, and positively correlated with the Stage II factor, r = .23.
Furthermore, also as predicted, the Stage I and Stage II factors were posi-
tively correlated, r = .66.

Assignment to Stage of Forgiveness

The first step in the second phase of the validational analyses involved clas-
sifying each spouse into a stage of forgiveness. In order to accomplish this
task, each scale on the Forgiveness Inventory was considered separately,
and raw scores for that scale were converted to z-scores to control for social
desirability issues. Subsequently, each participant’s three subscale z-scores
were compared. The participant was then assigned to the group correspond-
ing to the highest of his or her three subscale z-scores, This method of
assignment yielded a sample size of 34 for the Stage I group, 32 for the Stage
II group, and 48 for the Stage III group.
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TABLE 1. Revised Forgiveness Inventory Scales

Stage I (alpha = .85)
Cognitive items:

8) Our relationship feels out of balance as a result of what happened.

Emotional items:
10) I feel overwhelmed by confusing emotions about what happened.
18) My emotions about what happened change from day to day.
22) I am too numb to feel any emotion about what happened.

Behavioral items:
2) I find myself withdrawing from interaction with my partner.
21) I keep trying to “even the score” between my partner and me.
20) I feel like I want to punish my partner for what he/she did.
24) I want to make my partner “pay” for what he/she did.

Stage II items (alpha = .76)
Cognitive items:
4) I want to find out why my partner did this.
3) I am examining my views about what I should realistically expect from my partner.
5) I spend my time convincing myself that I am still a good person in spite of what happened.
9) I am learning that many different factors caused this event.

Emotional items:
23) My emotions about what happened are becoming clearer.

Behavioral items:
1) I want to ask my partner for all the details about the event.
11) I find myself collecting information about my partner’s behavior.
15) I find myself trying to be a better partner.

Stage III items (alpha = .75)
Cognitive items:
14) Understanding what my partner did is more important to me than blaming him/her.
16) I can see both the positive and negative aspects of our relationship.
17) I am able to look at both good and bad qualities of my partner.

Emotional items:
7) I feel I am ready to put what happened behind me.
19) I am able to let go of my anger about what happened.
13) I feel my emotions about the event are under my control.

Behavioral items:

12) I know how I feel about continuing our relationship.

Hypothesis I: The Relationship Between the Inventory “Stages” and
Self Reported Forgiveness

Participants in these three stages of forgiveness were compared on their
global self-report rating of forgiveness, which they completed before com-
pleting the Forgiveness Inventory. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) with
stage of forgiveness as the independent variable and the one item global
rating of forgiveness as the dependent variable revealed a significant main
effect for stage of forgiveness, F (2,101) = 7.76, p < .001. As predicted, spouses
in the Stage I group reported the lowest amount of forgiveness; the Stage II
group reported more forgiveness than the Stage I group and less forgiveness
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than the Stage III group. Table 2 provides the means and standard deviations
according to the stage of forgiveness.

Hypotheses 2 and 3: The Relationship Between the Inventory
“Stages,” Marital Assumptions, Marital Power, Investment and
Closeness, Marital Adjustment, and People Who Have Not Had to
Forgive

For the following analyses, the participants were divided into four groups:
Stage I, Stage II, and Stage III (forgiveness groups), and forgiveness not-
applicable (FNA; n = 69). In these analyses, only participants who reported
on forgiveness in their current relationships were included, which reduced
the sample sizes of the Stage I, II, and III groups to 24, 24, and 37, respec-
tively.

To test these hypotheses, a series of MANOVAs and ANOVAs were con-
ducted with the three stage groups and the forgiveness-not-applicable group
as the four levels of the independent variable and scores on the three as-
sumptions scales (self, partner, and general), the Psychological Boundaries
scale, the Investment scale, the Power—Partner scale, and the DAS served as
the dependent variables. Table 2 provides the means and standard devia-
tions according to level of forgiveness for the various dependent variables. A
significantly greater percentage of women than men reported a betrayal
(Pearsons Chi-Square (df = 1,183) = 5.699, p < .05). Although it was not
predicted, there also was the possibility that there were gender differences
on the dependent variables of interest and on the forgiveness variable de-
scribed above. Therefore, these analyses were initially performed using a
2 ×2  ANOVAs with gender and stage as the two independent variables, with
forgiveness, dyadic adjustment, power, psychological closeness, investment,
assumptions about oneself, and assumptions about one’s partners as depen-
dent variables. None of these analyses revealed either significant main ef-
fects for gender or for the gender × stage interactions (which had an average
p-value of .37); however, a main effect for stage was significant in all analy-
ses except for two, psychological closeness and power, where the p value
was .053 and .058 respectively. In order to simplify the presentation of the
findings, the results with only stage as an independent variable are pre-
sented below.

To assess the relationship between forgiveness and marital functioning
on the Relationship Dimensions Profile, a MANOVA was performed with the
thee stage groups and the forgiveness-not-applicable group as the four lev-
els of the independent variable and scores on the Investment, Psychological
Closeness, and Power-Partner scales scores from the Relationship Dimen-
sions Profile as the dependent variables. The overall MANOVA was signifi-
cant, F (9, 321) = 3.90, p < .001. Next, three univariate analyses of variance,
one for each of the dependent variables, were performed. To assess the



TA
B

L
E

 2
. 
M

ea
n
s 

an
d
 S

ta
n
d
ar

d
 D

ev
ia

ti
o
n
s 

A
cc

o
rd

in
g 

to
 S

ta
ge

 o
f 

Fo
rg

iv
en

es
s-

N
o
t-
A

p
p
lic

ab
le

 (
FN

A
) 

G
ro

u
p
s

St
ag

e 
I

St
ag

e 
II

St
ag

e 
II

I
FN

A

M
ea

su
re

M
ea

n
St

d
. 
D

ev
.

M
ea

n
St

d
. 
D

ev
.

M
ea

n
St

d
. 
D

ev
.

M
ea

n
St

d
. 
D

ev
.

St
ag

e 
I 

su
b
sc

al
e

17
.4

9
5.

70
11

.0
3

2.
87

9.
11

1.
57

N
/A

N
/A

ra
w

 s
co

re
 (

z-
sc

o
re

)
(1

.0
8)

(1
.1

3)
(–

.2
0)

(.
57

)
(–

.5
9)

(.
31

)
St

ag
e 

II
 s

u
b
sc

al
e

21
.8

0
6.

80
25

.8
7

4.
47

18
.2

5
4.

72
N

/A
N

/A
ra

w
 s

co
re

(.
11

)
(1

.0
6)

(.
74

)
(.

74
)

(–
.4

5)
(.

74
)

St
ag

e 
II

I 
su

b
sc

al
e

26
.0

6
4.

84
29

.7
7

3.
84

32
.9

9
1.

72
N

/A
N

/A
ra

w
 s

co
re

(–
.8

6)
(1

.0
7)

(–
.0

5)
(.

85
)

(.
67

)
(.

38
)

G
lo

b
al

 r
ep

o
rt
—

fo
rg

iv
en

es
s

3.
29

1.
30

4.
00

.8
9

4.
40

.6
9

N
/A

N
/A

M
ar

it
al

 A
d
ju

st
m

en
t

(D
A

S)
10

4.
00

12
.2

5
11

0.
33

12
.0

0
11

6.
35

10
.6

1
11

9.
03

12
.6

7
In

ve
st

m
en

t
30

.8
2

10
.8

5
31

.6
8

9.
45

37
.7

7
10

.7
4

36
.9

0
9.

37
P
sy

ch
o
lo

gi
ca

l
B

o
u
n
d
ar

ie
s

25
.1

1
5.

04
26

.5
9

6.
93

29
.2

9
6.

30
32

.1
8

6.
12

P
o
w

er
17

.7
8

7.
34

16
.6

8
6.

66
13

.7
4

5.
31

12
.7

5
4.

27
A

ss
u
m

p
ti
o
n
s—

ge
n
er

al
13

.0
0

2.
83

11
.9

1
3.

53
13

.8
0

3.
89

12
.4

5
4.

31
A

ss
u
m

p
ti
o
n
s—

p
ar

tn
er

8.
50

3.
29

7.
55

2.
67

6.
34

2.
15

5.
68

1.
44

A
ss

u
m

p
ti
o
n
s—

se
lf

14
.8

3
3.

79
12

.2
3

3.
66

11
.2

0
2.

49
10

.7
0

2.
50

191



K. Coop Gordon and D. H. Baucom192

relationship between assumptions and level of forgiveness, a MANOVA with
the three stage groups and the forgiveness-not-applicable group as the four
levels of the independent variable and scores on the Self, Partner, and Gen-
eral scales from the Assumption Scale as the dependent variables was per-
formed. The overall MANOVA was significant, F (9,336) = 4.95, p < .001.
Again, three additional univariate analyses of variance, one for each of the
dependent variables, were performed. An analogous ANOVA was performed
with the Dyadic Adjustment Scale.

As can be seen in Table 3, all univariate ANOVAs were significant, with
the exception of the ANOVA in which Marital Assumptions—General was
the dependent variable. Furthermore, the means of the three stage groups
consistently fell into a significant linear pattern, and the means did not sig-
nificantly deviate from linearity as assessed by tests of linearity. For more
detailed information on these analyses, please contact the first author.

Thus, as predicted by stage models of forgiveness, individuals in Stage
I of forgiveness reported: (a) the least positive marital assumptions about
themselves and their partner; (b) the least psychological closeness and in-
vestment; (c) the most power-other; and (d) the least marital adjustment.
Persons in Stage III of forgiveness reported: (a) the most positive assump-
tions about themselves, their partners, and their marriages; (b) the most
psychological closeness and investment; (c) the least power-other; and (d)
the highest levels of marital adjustment. Partners in Stage II of forgiveness
obtained means for these variables that consistently fell between the scores
for individuals in Stage I and the Stage III of forgiveness.

TABLE 3. Univariate Analyses of Variance for Level of Self Reported Forgiveness and Marital
Functioning Variables

Dependent Variable(s) Source df F

Global Self-Report Forgiveness Stage 2 7.76****
Error 101

Marital Adjustment (DAS) Stage 3 8.06****
Error 47.75

Relationship- Investment Stage 3 3.42*
Dimensions

Error 49.89
Psychological Boundaries Stage 3 8.78****

Error 136
Power—Partner Stage 3 5.96****

Error 139

Marital Assumptions—General Stage 3 1.32
Assumptions Marriage Error 140

Assumptions—Partner Stage 3 10.55****
Error 140

Assumptions—Self Stage 3 12.30****
Error 140

*p < .05. **p < .01. ****p < .001.
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Furthermore, to test the differences between those persons who had to
forgive their partners versus those who reported that they had never had to
forgive their partners, planned comparisons between each of the three stage
groups and the Forgiveness-Not-Applicable group (FNA) also were conducted.
For more detailed information on these analyses, please contact the first
author. In all of these comparisons, individuals in Stage I and Stage II of
forgiveness reported poorer marital functioning than people in the FNA group.
However, there were no significant differences between persons in the Stage
III group and the FNA group, with one exception. Individuals in the Stage III
group had significantly lower levels of Psychological Closeness than did
people who reported that they never had to forgive their partners.

DISCUSSION

The general pattern of results offers preliminary validation of the investiga-
tors’ measure of forgiveness. All subscales obtained adequate reliability, and
a confirmatory factor analysis suggested that the hypothesized structure of
the inventory provided a good statistical fit with the data. However, as the
reliability analyses did require some reorganization of the original subscales,
these results need replication in an additional sample to confirm this struc-
ture; consequently, these results should be interpreted with caution.

Another validational question posed by the current investigation was
whether the inventory was consistent with individuals’ global self-report rat-
ings of forgiveness. The findings again provide preliminary support that the
various experiences measured in the inventory do correspond in the pre-
dicted patterns with the degree to which people globally experience having
forgiven their partners. More specifically, these findings indicate that per-
sons who state that they have not forgiven their partners also acknowledge
(a) a need to punish their partners, (b) cognitive confusion, and (c) emo-
tional dysregulation, as indicated by their endorsing most highly the Stage I
items relative to others in the sample. People who state that they have for-
given their partners to some degree endorse that they are searching for
greater understanding of their partners and their relationships, as indicated
by their highly endorsing the Stage II items, Finally, individuals who state
globally that they have forgiven their partners a great deal primarily endorse
items indicating that they have achieved balanced views of their partners
and their relationships, are less blaming of their partners, experience more
emotional control, and a desire to put what has happened behind them, as
indicated by their highly endorsing the Stage III items.

Second, based upon the issues hypothesized to be central to the various
stages of forgiveness, we anticipated that the inventory would be related to
aspects of marital functioning in specific ways. In general, the findings were
supportive of the predictions, offering more evidence of the measure’s valid-
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ity. As hypothesized, people classified by the inventory as being in Stage I
reported: (a) less positive assumptions about themselves and their partners;
(b) less psychological closeness with their partners; (c) less investment in
their marriages; (d) greater feelings of powerlessness in their marriages; and
(e) less marital adjustment. Compared to the Stage I and Stage II groups,
people in the Stage III group reported (a) the most positive assumptions, (b)
the greatest psychological closeness, (c) the most investment in their mar-
riages, (d) a more equal balance of power in their marriages, and (e) greater
marital adjustment. Consequently, level of forgiveness as measured by the
Forgiveness Inventory appears to be related both to specific domains of
disruption in marital functioning, as well as overall evaluations of the mar-
riage. It is important to note that the scores for people in Stage II consistently
fell between those of people in Stage I and people in Stage III, following a
linear pattern of means, as would be expected in a stage-like process. Fur-
thermore, as people were placed in these Stage groups on the basis of their
reports of engaging in behavioral, affective, and cognitive processes hypoth-
esized to be specific to that stage, these results may offer initial, albeit cross-
sectional, support for both the authors’ three stage model and other forgive-
ness stage theorists who outline stages involving these processes (e.g., Enright
et al., 1991; Gordon & Baucom, 1998; Hargraves & Sells, 1997; Rosenak &
Harnden, 1992; Rowe et al., 1989; Smedes 1984). However, it is important to
note that these results do not definitively show temporal linkages between
these hypothesized stage groups. Thus, it is not clear whether Stage II will
always, or generally always, follow Stage I, or Stage III always follow Stage
II. It may be that these results are simply different groups of people with
different levels of forgiveness. Longitudinal research is needed to rule out
that possibility; however, these results are theoretically consistent with the
hypothesized stage model, justifying the investment in more longitudinal
research.

Another question of interest was whether having experienced a rela-
tionship trauma and having gone through the forgiveness process to various
degrees would leave some lasting negative impact on couples, as the trauma
literature would indicate; As anticipated, individuals in the first and second
stages of forgiveness were functioning consistently worse than individuals
who never had to forgive their partners. On the other hand, people who had
forgiven their partners (i.e., people in Stage III) overall described their rela-
tionship in very similar ways compared to people who had not had to for-
give.

Finally, one additional result should be noted. Although no significant
gender differences were found among individuals reporting a betrayal, sig-
nificantly more women than men reported experiencing a betrayal in an
interpersonal relationship. It is unclear at this time why this difference oc-
curs. At least two explanations are likely. First, because women are social-
ized to be more relationally focused than men (e.g., Markus & Oyserman,
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1989), they may be more attuned in their relationships and more affected by
violations of their relationship standards than men. Second, it is possible that
men are more reluctant to report or acknowledge hurt or betrayal than women.
Thoresen reported a similar finding in his research on forgiveness and physi-
cal illness; he stated that he had no difficulty recruiting women to participate
in his forgiveness studies, but he was unable to recruit men until he changed
the group label from “forgiveness” to “grudge-management” (Thoresen, April
2000). However, it appears that, regardless of gender, once an individual
acknowledges a betrayal, then that person will likely have similar experi-
ences of shock, searching for meaning, and moving on. It will be important
to replicate and explore possible gender differences more thoroughly in
future research.

LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY AND NEED FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

As noted earlier, these findings are based upon cross-sectional data as op-
posed to longitudinal data; therefore, the findings do not conclusively con-
firm that individuals in current “stages” of forgiveness have proceeded through
the prior stages. Longitudinal research is needed to establish the movement
through stages; the current investigators are now pursuing such efforts. Fur-
thermore, these results are unable to provide evidence regarding cause and
effect. The findings do not demonstrate that the forgiveness process leads to
improvement in assumptions, marital adjustment, or other aspects of rela-
tionship functioning. Thus, it may be that individuals who have positive
assumptions about their marriage, and/or individuals who experience a high
level of marital adjustment, are better prepared to forgive their partners.
Additional research is clearly needed to clarify these issues.

Furthermore, a potential problem with these results is that they are
based upon new measures. As previously stated, this was considered neces-
sary in order to assess more precisely the constructs being studied. However,
the measures all had good face validity and directly asked about the behav-
iors and cognitions of interest. Moreover, the use of these new measures
may provide a more rigorous test of the model in that these results were still
significant despite the potential for measurement error However, additional
work with other measures of forgiveness would be desirable in future re-
search. Additionally, this sample was primarily white and middle class, and
the low response rate, while consistent with other similar research method-
ologies, raises the difficult issue of selection bias. However, this problem is
not unique to this study, but is a problem plaguing most researchers who
recruit from the community. Still, the inventory should be validated with a
more diverse sample and other recruitment strategies should be considered,
such as advertising directly for persons experiencing betrayals, and estab-
lishing connections with community leaders in traditionally lower income
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and ethnically diverse neighborhoods to aid in increasing their population’s
willingness to participate in research. However, the current strategy did al-
low for a diversity of betrayal experiences, and the direct letters and phone
calls may have encouraged people to participate who would not normally
respond to an advertisement.

Finally, further development of the forgiveness model itself is neces-
sary. At present, the model focuses on the person who has been betrayed;
further investigation is needed to understand the role of the person being
forgiven. The dyadic interactions of the two persons engaged in the forgive-
ness process have yet to be explored empirically, which also is of impor-
tance. Other areas for exploration that are strongly needed would be to
examine in more detail whether, or how, this process differs according to
gender, ethnicity, or types of betrayals.

IMPLICATIONS FOR CLINICAL APPLICATION

The findings from the current investigation offer support for both the for-
giveness model and the trauma metaphor. Several clinical implications fol-
low from these results, although they must be viewed as preliminary given
the cross-sectional nature of the study. In particular, given the limited nature
of this sample, these findings must be viewed with caution when consider-
ing populations other than Caucasian and college educated individuals.
However, a series of replicated case studies based upon this model with
clients of varying income levels has received some degree of empirical sup-
port and clinical success (Gordon, Baucom, & Snyder, 2002). Clinicians can
anticipate that for many clients grappling with the forgiveness process, there
will be a great deal of emotional, cognitive, and behavioral disruption. The
use of the trauma metaphor might be particularly helpful to clients dealing
with betrayals. We have found in our own practices that this explanation has
helped couples to understand more fully why their lives and relationships
may feel so “crazy” immediately after the betrayal. It also helps the partici-
pating partner experience more empathy for the injured partner’s emotional
behaviors following the discovery of the betrayal. However, the clinician
should also be aware that this empathy might heighten the participating
partner’s guilt or own negative affect. (See Gordon & Baucom, 1999, for a
more extensive treatment of these issues.)

The findings also indicate that goals of treatment would be best when
tailored to the injured partners’ current experience of the forgiveness pro-
cess, which could be assessed through use of this measure. In the first “stage,”
in which the injured partner is experiencing shock and emotional/psycho-
logical dysregulation, interventions would include creating a sense of pre-
dictability in the couple’s life to establish emotional and physical safety for
both persons. In addition, the violated assumptions model and these current
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findings regarding power and psychological closeness suggests that these
are issues that are important for the clinician to assess in these couples.
Explorations of how their beliefs and expectancies of their relationships
have changed as a result of the betrayal is critical in order to detect what
questions must be answered or challenged in the second stage, the meaning
phase, of forgiveness and recovery (See Gordon & Baucom (1999) for a
more extensive treatment of these issues). These findings also suggest that
other couples, such as Stage II clients for whom dysregulation is less of an
issue, may require assistance in coming to a deeper understanding of the
issues and motivations that led to the betrayal. Finally, for couples who are
in the third “stage” of the process, these results indicate that the clinician
would focus on helping the couple identify what steps they would need to
take in order to move into the future. A discussion of the importance of
ending attempts at retaliation and letting go of intense negative feelings
toward the partner should be included in this process.

Ultimately it is hoped that a clearer, empirically based understanding of
the process of forgiveness will provide both clinicians and researchers alike
with a better guide to what helps couples negotiate this difficult process. The
currently described model is intended to provide one perspective for under-
standing this most important phenomenon.
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