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Forgiveness moderates relations between
psychological abuse and indicators of psychological
distress among women in romantic relationships
Forgiveness frequently occurs in a relational context and is a key ingredient for restoring and maintaining
intimate relationships. Yet, certain interpersonal dynamics that sometimes motivate forgiveness (e.g. abuse)
have the potential to adversely affect well-being, especially when ongoing exploitation occurs. In this study,
we examined the role of forgiveness in moderating relations between psychological abuse and indicators of
psychological distress in a sample of community-based South African women currently in a heterosexual
romantic relationship. Participants (n=515) completed measures of decisional and emotional forgiveness of
their partner, psychological abuse committed by their current partner during the course of the relationship,
and depression, anxiety, and stress. Latent profile analysis identified two subgroups characterised by differing
levels of forgiveness: partial forgiveness (high decisional forgiveness and moderate emotional forgiveness)
and complete forgiveness (high decisional and emotional forgiveness). Regression analyses revealed that the
relations of psychological abuse with depression and stress, but not anxiety, were moderated by ‘forgiveness
of partner’. The complete forgiveness group scored lower on depression and stress when psychological
abuse was lower, but higher on each outcome when psychological abuse was higher. The findings suggest
that there may be conditions in which forgiveness of partner may promote or undermine the mental health of
women who experience abuse perpetrated by their current partner.
Significance:
•

Whereas women in continuing romantic relationships generally sought neither to avoid or seek revenge
on their partners (i.e. decisional forgiveness), distinct subgroups were characterised by more or less
reduction of negative emotions (i.e. emotional forgiveness).

•

Within the context of continuing romantic relationships, the mental health benefits that ordinarily
accompany more thorough processing of unforgiveness may be eroded when victims are exposed to
severe levels of potentially ongoing psychological abuse.
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Introduction
Forgiveness is a multifaceted process that involves (1) making a decision to relinquish negative behavioural
intentions towards a transgressor and (2) replacing negative other-oriented emotions with positive other-oriented
emotions.1,2 An abundance of research supports the mental and physical health benefits of forgiveness3, suggesting
forgiveness should be encouraged. Yet, there are specific relational contexts in which the drawbacks of forgiveness
for the forgiver may negate or outweigh its advantages. Research involving romantic partners (e.g. married
couples) has highlighted the role of forgiveness in reinforcing negative partner behaviour.4 Other studies have found
increased problem severity among those who are more forgiving of partners who frequently engage in negative,
hurtful behaviours.5

Intimate partner violence and forgiveness
One category of offence that may unduly exploit forgiveness within romantic relationships is intimate partner
violence (IPV) – an umbrella term encapsulating physically, sexually and psychologically abusive behaviour
committed by a current or former partner.6 Evidence suggests that forgiveness offered by victims of IPV may
contribute to the continuation of the victim–perpetrator abuse cycle. For example, victims who forgive their partner
for IPV are more likely to minimise partner aggression7 and return to their abusive partner after having previously
left them8. These kinds of cognitive-behavioural responses represent mechanisms by which relationships with
perpetrators may continue9, thereby placing victims’ well-being at risk.
Several studies have reported on relations between forgiveness for various forms of IPV and the physical and mental
health of forgivers. Some findings identify forgiveness as a salubrious response that may buffer against maladjustment
linked to IPV. In one study, Ysseldyk et al.10 found that physical and psychological abuse moderated relations between
forgiveness and depression in a cross-sectional sample of female undergraduate students. In particular, forgiveness
yielded stronger negative associations with psychological symptoms at higher levels of abuse compared to lower
levels of abuse. Other evidence suggests forgiveness may inadvertently contribute to an enduring pattern of IPV
and undermine the physical and psychological health of victims. McNulty9 investigated changes in psychological
and physical aggression over a 4-year period in a sample of married couples. Findings revealed that psychological
and physical aggression perpetrated by spouses tended to decline among partners who were less forgiving, but
remained relatively stable for those partners who were more forgiving of their spouse. In another study focusing
on mental and physical health symptom outcomes, Lahav et al.11 found that the effect of forgiveness in protecting
against distress among military spouses who experienced lower levels of partner abuse was absent at higher levels of
abuse. Importantly, few studies have examined links between forgiveness and IPV in low- and middle-income regions
(such as those in Africa) where prevalence estimates of IPV among women are typically high.12 Prior studies in this
area have also generally relied on measures of forgiveness that inadequately capture distinct decisional and emotional
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components, which are conceptually unrelated processes.13 In this study,
we used a multidimensional approach to assess decisional and emotional
forgiveness of a current, heterosexual romantic partner in a community
sample of South African women.

We then examined whether the relations between psychological abuse and
indicators of psychological distress were moderated by the forgiveness of
partner profiles that emerged.

Method

Unique implications of decisional and
emotional forgiveness

Participants
A community-based sample (n=515) of South African women between
18 and 77 years of age (Mage=29.45, s.d.age=10.06) participated in this
study. The majority of the sample reported being in a non-cohabiting
relationship (62.72%), with the remainder either in an unmarried,
cohabiting relationship (8.74%), engaged to be married (6.21%), or
married (21.55%); the relationship was unspecified for 0.78% of the
sample. The race distribution of the sample was largely representative
of the general population, consisting of those who identified as black/
African (71.84%), coloured (6.60%), Indian (10.87%), white (9.71%),
and ‘other’ (e.g. East Asian, 0.58% or unspecified, 0.39%). Regarding
religious affiliation, participants identified their affiliation as Christianity
(80.19%), Hinduism (3.30%), Islam (4.08%), atheism (5.63%) or ‘other’
(e.g. Buddhism, traditional African religion, 5.83%; unspecified, 0.97%).

Deciding to forgive can trigger emotional forgiveness14, but the process of
emotional forgiveness is not necessarily predicated on or a byproduct of
decisional forgiveness. A victim can make a decision to reduce negative
behaviour toward a transgressor and perhaps act benevolently toward a
transgressor, yet may still experience ongoing emotional unforgiveness
(e.g. anger, disappointment, resentment).1 Also, whereas the proxies of
decisional forgiveness unfold at the interpersonal level (i.e. reduction of
negative behavioural intentions towards the transgressor), emotional
forgiveness is predominantly an intrapersonal process (i.e. reduction
of negative emotions and possibly enhancement of positive emotions
toward a transgressor).15
The salience of emotional and decisional forgiveness appears to vary by
relationship context. When offences occur in close relationships, victims
weigh relationship value cues relevant to the transgressor alongside
cues associated with future risk of exploitation.16 The behavioural proxies
(e.g. avoiding the perpetrator, maintaining physical distance) that might
accompany a decision not to forgive romantic partners who perpetrate
IPV can help to protect victims from exposure to subsequent instances
of abuse, but such benefits may not outweigh the potential implications
(e.g. further disintegration of a valued relationship) of deciding to withhold
forgiveness.17 Victims who value the perceived benefits of the romantic
relationship over the risk of future exploitation may make a decision to
forgive their partner for IPV in an attempt to limit conflict, resolve relational
disrepair, and restore the relationship back to pre-transgression levels
of closeness.

Measures
Forgiveness
Participants completed adapted versions of the Decisional Forgiveness
(DFS; i.e. an intent to act differently toward the transgressor) and Emotional
Forgiveness Scales (EFS; i.e. an emotional change that involves reducing
negative emotions and perhaps increasing positive emotions toward the
transgressor).25 Both scales consist of two subscales: DFS – prosocial
intentions and inhibition of harmful intentions and EFS – presence of
position emotion and absence of negative emotion. Because the subscales
contain four items each, Worthington et al.25 recommend collapsing the
respective subscales for use as overall measures of decisional and
emotional forgiveness. In this study, items were modified to obtain a
general measure of participants’ decisional (e.g. ‘I act friendly towards
him’) and emotional (e.g. ‘I’m bitter about what he has done to me’)
forgiveness of the person with whom they were in a romantic relationship
at the time of data collection. Items were rated using a five-point response
format (1 = Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly agree). Respective items
were added together to derive scale scores on the DFS (ωt=0.77) and
EFS (ωt=0.87). Higher scores on each scale correspond with greater
decisional and emotional forgiveness.

Although withholding decisional forgiveness for IPV may serve an important
role in promoting behaviours that safeguard against subsequent instances
of abuse (e.g. physically distancing oneself from the transgressor), mental
health benefits are usually derived by resolving emotional unforgiveness.18
Some arrangement of positive emotions is needed for victims to neutralise
emotional unforgiveness; victims’ net final emotional valence towards
offenders may be negative (partial forgiveness), neutral or positive
(complete forgiveness).14 In close and valued relationships, returning to a
net positive valence towards an offender is considered a necessary part
of rebuilding a healthy relationship between affected parties.19 Reducing
emotional unforgiveness beyond mere elimination of negative emotions
may make forgiving a valued person more difficult13, particularly as
the victim attempts to absorb and make sense of being betrayed by a
close person whom they trusted20,21. The efforts involved in reaching
complete forgiveness may leave victims vulnerable to renewed, intensified
psychological distress should they be taken advantage of again, as the
distress evoked by recurring offences is likely to be compounded by
victims’ negative self-oriented responses (e.g. self-blame and diminished
sense of self-respect) for opening themselves up to further emotional
injury.22,23 Drawing on longitudinal evidence indicating that subsequent
IPV is associated with increased risk of internalising symptoms
(e.g. depression) even after partialling out effects of prior IPV24, recurring
abuse in continuing romantic relationships has the potential to erode the
mental health benefits that ordinarily accompany emotional forgiveness.

Psychological abuse
We administered the Psychological Maltreatment of Women Inventory
(PMWI)26, which is a measure of psychological abuse a woman has
experienced during the course of her current romantic relationship.
The PMWI consists of 58 items distributed across the dimensions
of dominance-isolation and emotional-verbal abuse. In this study,
participants rated the items with reference to the person with whom they
were currently in a heterosexual relationship (e.g. ‘He treated me like an
inferior’). A five-point response format (1= Never; 5 = Very frequently)
was used to rate each item. All items were summed for a global measure
of psychological abuse (ωt=0.97), with higher scores reflecting greater
psychological abuse.

Psychological distress
Participants also completed the 42-item Depression, Anxiety, and Stress
Scales.27 The items are evenly distributed across the three subscales
of depression (e.g. ‘I felt down-hearted and blue’), anxiety (e.g. ‘I was
in a state of nervous tension’) and stress (e.g. ‘I tended to over-react
to situations’). In this study, participants responded to each item by
considering the extent to which each statement applied to them over the
last month. Responses were provided using a four-point response format
(0 = Did not apply to me at all; 3 = Applied to me very much, or most
of the time). Subscale scores were calculated by summing respective
depression (ωt=0.96), anxiety (ωt=0.94) and stress (ωt=0.95)
items. Higher scores on each subscale correspond with higher levels of
psychological distress.

The present study
Women in continuing romantic relationships who tend to completely
forgive their partners for offences involving abuse may be at risk of
maintaining the cycle of abuse and their consequent psychological distress.
To examine this proposition further, we applied a person-centred approach
to identify unique combinations of emotional and decisional forgiveness
of partner patterns among a community sample of South African women
in a continuing heterosexual romantic relationship. We hypothesised
that participants in each of the subgroups identified would tend to make
decisions to behave differently toward their partner, yet would exhibit
distinctions in processing of emotional forgiveness of their partner.

Research Article
https://doi.org/10.17159/sajs.2019/6353

2

Volume 115| Number 11/12
November/December 2019

Relations between psychological abuse and psychological distress
Page 3 of 7

Procedure

were specified for all models. The psychological abuse variable was mean
centred before model estimation. Socio-demographic characteristics
of age, relationship status, race and religious affiliation were included
as covariates in each model. Visual inspection of quantile-quantile
plots and residual plots produced via a Wallyplot technique35 indicated
that the residuals for each model appeared approximately normal and
homoscedastic in distribution. Collinearity diagnostics did not reveal any
multicollinearity issues (all variance inflation factor values ≤3.41).

Ethical permission to conduct this study was granted by the University
of KwaZulu-Natal Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics
Committee (reference number HSS/1722/016). Participants were
recruited through online advertisement campaigns on a number of social
media platforms (e.g. Facebook) and directed to a secure data collection
site via a weblink. After voluntarily offering their informed consent,
participants were presented with demographic items that contained
several eligibility screening items. To be considered for inclusion in this
study, participants had to be women of at least 18 years of age and in a
heterosexual romantic relationship at the time of data collection. Those
who did not meet either of these criteria were directed to a debriefing
section to conclude participation, while eligible participants completed
the measures in English.

Results
Descriptive statistics for the primary study variables and zero-order
correlations among them are displayed in Table 1. Both decisional and
emotional forgiveness evidenced negative relations with depression,
anxiety, stress and psychological abuse, although effect sizes were
generally larger for emotional forgiveness (r=-0.30 to -0.45, all
p<0.001) than for decisional forgiveness (r=-0.17 to -0.27, all
p<0.001). Psychological abuse associated positively with depression,
anxiety and stress (r=0.32 to 0.45, all p<0.001).

Statistical approach
All statistical analyses were performed using R.28 Missing data diagnostics
did not reveal any item-level missing data needing replacement. Skewness
and kurtosis values of the primary study variables ranged from good
(<|1|) to acceptable (<|2|)29, indicating that univariate normality
could be assumed. Internal consistency of all measures was estimated
using omega total (ωt), a procedure that is robust to violations of tau
equivalence.30 Internal consistency for each measure was acceptable
(i.e. >0.70).31 Pearson correlations provided an indication of the bivariate
associations among the primary study variables.

Latent profile analysis of emotional and decisional
forgiveness
Model fit indices for each model are reported in Table 2. Bootstrap
likelihood ratio test p-values for models with two and six profiles
both reached statistical significance. The two-profile solution yielded
the lowest BIC and sample-size adjusted BIC values, and the highest
entropy value. It was also the only solution in which the mean posterior
assignment probabilities were ≥0.70 and the number of assigned cases
was ≥5% for all profiles. Overall, the two-profile solution yielded the best
level of fit to the data. In Figure 1, we display the mean decisional and
emotional forgiveness values for each subgroup.

Latent profile analysis of emotional and decisional forgiveness
A latent profile analysis was used to test for the existence of forgiveness
of partner subgroups based on unique combinations of decisional and
emotional forgiveness. Models with one to six profiles were estimated
to identify the model with the best fit. Along with the bootstrap (10 000
repetitions) likelihood ratio test, we report the log-likelihood value, the
Akaike information criterion, and the Bayesian information criterion
(BIC) and its sample-size adjusted variant. Information criteria were
supplemented with values that estimate the precision of profile
classification, including entropy and the mean posterior probabilities
of profiles for each model. Statistically significant bootstrap likelihood
ratio test p-values (p<0.05), lower BIC and sample-size adjusted BIC
values, and models with entropy values closer to one and mean posterior
probabilities ≥0.70 for all profiles were prioritised when making
decisions about model fit.32-34 The unique subgroups that emerged from
the latent profile analysis formed the ‘forgiveness of partner’ variable.

Moderated regression of psychological abuse and forgiveness
of partner

Figure 1:

Separate multiple regression analyses were performed to examine whether
‘forgiveness of partner’ moderated relations between psychological abuse
and indicators of psychological distress (i.e. depression, anxiety and
stress). Main effects (i.e. psychological abuse and forgiveness of partner)
and interaction effects (i.e. psychological abuse x forgiveness of partner)
Table 1:

Profiles indicating decisional and emotional forgiveness
of partner.

The subgroup of participants classified into profile one (80.19%) reported
similar levels of decisional forgiveness (M=30.14, s.d.=5.36) to those
grouped into profile two (M=26.18, s.d.=5.40). We applied a criterion
value that corresponded with a net neutral level of emotional forgiveness

Descriptive statistics, internal consistency estimates and zero-order correlations among primary study variables
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(1) Decisional forgiveness

0.77

(2) Emotional forgiveness

0.46* [0.38, 0.52]

0.87

(3) Psychological abuse

-0.17* [-0.25, -0.08]

-0.45* [-0.52, -0.38]

0.97

(4) Depression

-0.21* [-0.29, -0.13]

-0.38* [-0.46, -0.31]

0.45* [0.38, 0.51]

0.96

(5) Anxiety

-0.27* [-0.35, -0.18]

-0.30* [-0.38, -0.22]

0.35* [0.27, 0.42]

0.81* [0.78, 0.84]

0.94

(6) Stress

-0.26* [-0.34, -0.18]

-0.30* [-0.37, -0.22]

0.32* [0.24, 0.39]

0.83* [0.80, 0.86]

0.86* [0.84, 0.88]

0.95

29.36 (5.59)

28.03 (6.52)

107.02 (40.75)

14.87 (12.09)

11.97 (10.32)

16.82 (10.92)
0–42

M (s.d.)
Range

11–40

8–40

58–274

0–42

0–42

Skewness

-0.23

-0.49

1.38

0.74

0.94

0.53

Kurtosis

-0.37

-0.02

1.69

-0.53

0.11

-0.61

*p<0.001
Omega total (ωt) internal consistency estimates are presented along the diagonal.
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Table 2:

Fit indices for forgiveness of partner latent profile models

Model

LogLik

AIC

BIC

SABIC

BLRT

Entropy

nMPAP < 0.70

nP<5%

1-Profile

-3252.27

6514.54

6535.76

6519.89

–

–

–

–

2-Profile

-3241.30

6498.60

6532.56

6507.16

<0.001

0.886

0

0

3-Profile

-3240.53

6503.05

6549.74

6514.82

0.292

0.721

1

0

4-Profile

-3240.64

6509.29

6568.71

6524.27

0.854

0.607

4

0

5-Profile

-3238.18

6510.35

6582.51

6528.54

0.119

0.586

4

1

6-Profile

-3229.56

6499.12

6584.00

6520.52

0.008

0.661

3

0

LogLik, log-likelihood; AIC, Akaike information criterion; BIC, Bayesian information criterion; SABIC, sample-size adjusted Bayesian information criterion; BLRT, p-value for bootstrap
likelihood ratio test; nMPAP <0.70, number of mean posterior assignment probabilities below 0.70; nP<5%, number of profiles assigned fewer than 5% of cases; entries in
boldface reflect selected model

on the EFS (i.e. 24) to differentiate levels of emotional forgiveness.
The emotional forgiveness of participants in profile one (M=30.46,
s.d.=4.46) was consistent with complete forgiveness (i.e. neutral or net
positive emotional forgiveness, ≥24), whereas emotional forgiveness
of those included in profile two (M=18.21, s.d.=3.70) reflected partial
forgiveness (i.e. net negative emotional forgiveness, <24). Based on these
decisional and emotional forgiveness patterns, the subgroups were labelled
complete forgiveness (profile one) and partial forgiveness (profile two).

complete forgiveness group at lower levels of psychological abuse, but
were higher at more severe levels of psychological abuse.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to (1) identify distinct emotional
and decisional forgiveness of partner patterns among a sample of
South African women in ongoing heterosexual romantic relationships
and (2) examine whether relations between psychological abuse and
psychological distress would be moderated by the forgiveness of
partner profiles that emerged. The findings revealed that forgiveness of
partner experiences varied based on unique combinations of decisional
and emotional forgiveness, namely partial forgiveness (i.e. higher levels
of decisional forgiveness and lower levels of emotional forgiveness)
and complete forgiveness (i.e. higher levels of decisional and emotional
forgiveness). The focus of this study was on psychological abuse
perpetrated throughout the duration of the current romantic relationship,
so it is possible that behavioural proxies of decisional forgiveness
(e.g. reconciliation) have a role in preserving the ongoing status of close
relationships. Although victims’ processing of emotional forgiveness
could still be ongoing, evidence of heterogeneity in processing of
emotional forgiveness suggests that victims may not necessarily return

Moderated regression of psychological abuse and
forgiveness of partner
Results of the moderated regression analyses are reported in Table 3.
Psychological abuse yielded positive relations with depression, anxiety
and stress (all p<0.001). Forgiveness of partner was positively associated
with depression (p<0.001) and stress (p =0.029), but not anxiety
(p=0.063), such that the partial forgiveness group tended to report
higher levels of depression and stress compared to those in the complete
forgiveness group. Relations of psychological abuse with depression
(p=0.043) and stress (p=0.039) were moderated by forgiveness of
partner (see Figure 2), although no interaction effect was found for anxiety
(p=0.164). Depression and stress were lower among participants in the
b

a

Figure 2:

Relations of psychological abuse with (a) depression and (b) stress are moderated by forgiveness of partner.

Table 3:

Summary statistics for multiple regression analyses
Predictors

DV = Depression

DV = Anxiety

DV = Stress

B (s.e.)

β [95% CI]

B (s.e.)

β [95% CI]

B ( s.e.)

β [95% CI]

Psychological abuse

0.15** (0.02)

0.49 [0.39, 0.60]

0.10** (0.01)

0.39 [0.28, 0.51]

0.10** (0.02)

0.38 [0.27, 0.49]

Forgiveness of partner†

4.59* (1.35)

.15 [0.06, 0.24]

2.25 (1.21)

0.09 [-0.00, 0.18]

2.82* (1.28)

0.10 [0.01, 0.20]

Psychological abuse x
Forgiveness of partner†

-0.05* (0.03)

-0.11 [-0.22, -0.00]

-0.03 (0.02)

-0.08 [-0.19, 0.03]

-0.05* (0.03)

-0.12 [-0.23, -0.01]

R2
F(df)

0.25

0.17

0.16

10.62** (15, 488)

6.65** (15, 488)

6.17** (15, 488)

All models control for age, race, religious affiliation and marital status.
†
Reference group = complete forgiveness
*p<0.05, **p<0.001
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to a net neutral or positive emotional experience toward their current
partner in the aftermath of an offence.

relationships. Whereas prior studies have largely focused on degree of
forgiveness, the findings of this study offer additional insight into the role
of decisional and emotional components of forgiveness in promoting
or undermining the mental health of women who experience varying
degrees of psychological abuse from their current partners. Decisional
and emotional aspects of forgiveness need to be considered together
when making determinations about the appropriateness of forgiveness
as a treatment modality for victims of IPV. Assessments that emphasise
degree of forgiveness, whilst neglecting type of forgiveness, may limit
therapeutic effectiveness.

The unique forgiveness of partner patterns evidenced in this study might
reflect differences in the function of victims’ forgiveness. Strelan et al.36
found that forgiveness of close transgressors was more likely to be
experienced out of benefit to the self and the relationship than that of
the transgressor, but that forgiveness for the sake of the relationship
yielded the strongest associations with forgiveness and relationship
closeness. Perhaps victims in the complete forgiveness group have a
preference towards relationship-focused forgiveness of their partner in
order to preserve the valued relationship. On the other hand, the primary
focus of forgiveness for those in the partial forgiveness group could
be the self. Although self-focused forgiveness may serve to protect the
victim from further emotional injury, it may be detrimental to restoration
of relational closeness.

Broadening the scope of previous research that has tended to focus
on abuse that transpires in situations involving conflict10, the present
findings also highlight the importance of identifying effects of
psychological abuse that may be perpetrated across a broader range of
situations. As such, there is a need to contextualise forgiveness within a
wide range of victim–partner interactions in which psychological abuse
occurs. Use of measures that are sensitive to detecting covert forms of
psychologically abusive partner behaviour may provide opportunities for
enhancing the effectiveness of therapeutic efforts targeting forgiveness.

Distinctions in forgiveness observed in the current study also align
with the mixture of individualistic and collectivistic principles that
permeate the ways in which forgiveness is experienced in South African
culture.37,38 At the expense of victims’ own needs, collectivistic norms
may emphasise the need for victims to forgive transgressors out of
obedience to social expectations.39 Collectivistic principles might explain
the decisions of those included in the current sample to forgive their
partner, but processing of emotional forgiveness may depend on the
extent to which victims’ intrapersonal needs are adequately met.

The current findings may help inform the clinical application of
forgiveness for victims of IPV. Whereas Fincham et al.44 suggest that
forgiveness of close others typically involves more than mere reduction
of negativity toward a transgressor and includes enhancement of
positive other-oriented emotion, this expectation may be unrealistic
when a close relationship is characterised by severe or persistent
abuse. For this reason, alongside making a decision not to personally
retaliate against an abusive partner, therapeutic gains may be enhanced
if IPV survivors establish an adaptive level of emotional forgiveness that
balances the emotional burden of unforgiveness with the potential for
future exploitation that might occur upon reconciliation with an abusive
partner. Exploration of the meaning of residual negative feelings toward
an abuser in a safe and supportive environment might be beneficial
if it reveals how forgiveness operates in tandem with other character
strengths, such as having the wisdom to accurately assess the quality
of an abusive relationship.

Our results also indicate that relations between psychological abuse and
indicators of psychological distress were moderated by forgiveness of
partner. In contrast to the partial forgiveness group, those in the complete
forgiveness group were found to be at reduced risk of psychological
distress at lower levels of psychological abuse, but at increased risk of
distress at higher levels of abuse. These findings resonate with previous
research that has identified divergent implications of forgiveness for
the mental health of victims of abuse11, particularly the notion that the
protective effects of forgiveness may be eroded by abuse that occurs in
continuing romantic relationships.
A useful perspective for understanding the pattern of findings in this
study is need fulfilment in romantic relationships. We speculate that
forgiveness (or lack thereof) for psychological abuse may promote or
diminish victims’ psychological well-being to the extent that forgiveness
of partner contributes to the fulfilment of victims’ psychological needs.
In close relationships, forgiveness is thought to promote relationshipconstructive behaviours (e.g. conciliatory actions) that increase the
likelihood of restoring the severed relationship to pre-transgression levels
of intimacy.40 Victims may offer forgiveness in order to continue receiving
the psychological benefits that accompany a valued relationship16,36,
but such attempts are likely to be unproductive if perpetrators’ posttransgression actions are disagreeable (e.g. continued re-offending).

Limitations and future research directions
Alongside the strengths of this study, there are several methodological
limitations. Use of a cross-sectional design prevents inferences about
causality and directionality. Experimental and longitudinal studies are
needed to understand how the processes and outcomes of decisional
and emotional forgiveness (both individually and in combination) change
over time in women who experience psychological abuse in continuing
romantic relationships. The findings of this study should be interpreted
together with our methodological choice to assess forgiveness without
reference to a specific offence involving abuse. Transgression-specific
variables (e.g. recency and frequency of abuse) and relationship
dynamics (e.g. commitment) likely influence victims’ experiences of
state forgiveness in response to specific types of abuse.

Drawing on several studies that have found victims’ needs may be
deprived when undeserved forgiveness is offered23,41, women who
tend to process emotional forgiveness of their partner more thoroughly
(i.e. complete forgiveness) when abuse is higher might be at risk of
increased psychological distress because of the incongruency between
perpetrators’ post-transgression attempts at relationship reconstruction
and victims’ efforts to resolve emotional unforgiveness. Conversely,
partial emotional forgiveness of partner may undermine psychological
well-being at lower levels of abuse via the effect emotional unforgiveness
(e.g. anger, resentment) has on social-cognitive processes (i.e. lower
cognitive interdependence)42 that prolong relationship disintegration
with the perpetrator. Unforgiveness could also have carryover effects
on victims’ needs to belong by reducing feelings of relatedness towards
others more generally.43 Given the cross-sectional nature of the data
in this study, research using methodologies that monitor changes in
outcomes following specific incidents of psychological abuse is needed
to understand the conditions in which type and degree of forgiveness
may promote or undermine fulfilment of psychological needs.

Although the sample included in this study corresponded with the diverse
sub-populations of South Africa, cross-cultural generalisability of the
finding may be limited. Research is needed to identify cross-cultural
distinctions in the consequences of forgiveness (and unforgiveness),
given that conceptualisations and tolerance of IPV differ across
societies, cultures and ethnic groups. For example, Rajan’s45 qualitative
study involving a Tibetan group of victims, friends/relatives of victims,
and perpetrators of physical partner abuse identified conditions in
which abuse was perceived to be acceptable, or even justified. Along
similar lines, based on evidence highlighting the role of third parties in
the forgiveness process46, it would be prudent to explore the relevance
and impact of broader social influences (i.e. proximodistal social factors
that are beyond the victim–perpetrator dyad) in facilitating or deterring
forgiveness among victims of IPV.

Conclusion
In this study, we identified the existence of two unique forgiveness of
partner patterns in a sample of South African women who were in a
continuing heterosexual romantic relationship, each of which exhibited

A substantive contribution of this study is the use of a two-dimensional
approach to measuring forgiveness in relation to IPV in ongoing romantic
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distinct effects on relations between psychological abuse and indices of
psychological distress. Notwithstanding the need for additional research
in this area, the findings are consistent with a growing body of evidence
that has identified circumstances in which the protective mechanism of
forgiveness may be overwhelmed by IPV that occurs within the context
of ongoing romantic relationships.
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