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Abstract

This quantitative research investigated the determinants of forgiveness of a
family transgressor by the offended. Data from 377 college students were ana-
lyzed to investigate the nature and frequency of the offenses, specific relation-
ship of the offended with the transgressor, and the role of family relationship
variables, positive dispositional tendencies, and hurt intensity in the forgiveness
of the family member. The analyses indicated that some of the most occurring
offenses were being ignored, not fulfilling promises, and being compared with
others. Participants indicated being compared with others as the most serious
offense, followed by contempt, and being ignored. Due to these offenses, about
50% of the participants experienced moderate to above the average intensity of
hurt. Hierarchical multiple regression analyses suggested that the positive dis-
positional tendencies of optimism alone explained 16% of incremental variance
in forgiveness after controlling for gender. Resilience was not significant. In the
third step of the regression, family relationship variables of trust, communica-
tion, and alienation together explained an additional 37% of the variance, above
and beyond gender and dispositional tendencies. In the final step, hurt intensity
was a significant predictor, explaining an additional 5% of variance in forgive-
ness. These significant results suggest that after controlling for both demo-
graphic variables and dispositional traits, the family relationship variables
along with the subjective hurt intensity in the context of a family play a sig-
nificant role in the forgiveness of the family offender.
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1. Introduction

Although there has been a great increase in focus on the construct of individual
forgiveness in the psychological and social sciences research over the last 25 to
30 years, only recently the researchers have been paying attention to under-
standing of the ways in which forgiveness is operational in the context of family
offenses and the well-being of individuals within the families. Because of the
important role of family relationships in the quality of life of family members
(Beach & Whisman, 2012), many needs of the individuals are usually fulfilled in
families, while some of the strongest offenses and deepest hurts also occur in
family relationships (Fincham, 2015).

In other words, on the one hand, family life can be full of joy and happiness,
but on the other hand, hurt and pain are inflicted and received even in the heal-
thiest of families. Those families that do not find ways to minimize pain and
maximize forgiveness may realize that hurts do not heal as easily and the conse-
quential residuals carry over throughout a lifetime (DeBlasio, 1998). Therefore,
working toward forgiveness in families is very important, for without it, the
consequences are detrimental to both the family and individual well-being. In
the following pages, we provide a brief description of the summary of literature
review, including the description of the relationships in families in general and
in Taiwanese context in particular, common offenses occurring in families, and
some relatively important determinants of forgiveness in the context of family

transgressions.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Family Relationships in Confucian Philosophy and Taiwanese
Culture

Confucianism, developed by the greatest Chinese philosopher, Confucius, is a
philosophy which focuses on a complex set of ethical and moral rules that dic-
tate how people relate to others in the conduct and practices of their daily lives
(Huang & Gove, 2012). For example, in Confucianism, there are five cardinal
virtues that one has to pursue (Park & Chesla, 2007): benevolence (ren), righ-
teousness (y1), rite (/i), understanding (zAi), and trust (xin).

The Chinese character ren represents the figure of two people, indicating that
ren is thought to be possible only when one human being is in relationship with
another and thus one cannot be ren by oneself. The cultivation of ren starts from
one’s own home and family. Love of one’s parents is the first quality of ren, fol-
lowed by the love for one’s siblings. Thus, ren starts from very specific and close
relationships in the family. Similarly, the notion of y7 is that when one acts, the
intention should be righteous in relationships. Therefore, y7 and ren are consi-
dered as the most important basic virtues of early Confucianism. Z7is defined as
the boundaries of proper behavior that provide opportunities for satisfying de-
sires of moral agents. As ren is possible only in relation to other people, 7 is

possible only in the context of relationships and social structures (Park & Chesla,
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2007). Zhi refers not to the “knowing about” but rather to the ability to recog-
nize and differentiate between good and “not-good.” The Chinese character of
xin refers to trust and is interpreted as the state of mind that is without decep-
tion when relating to others. In one’s family and social life, if one is to have a
meaningful relationship with others, one should be trustworthy (Zhang, 2002).

Based on the basic virtues, Confucianism endorses five basic relationships for
humans through which each person defines a sense of identity, duty, and re-
sponsibility. They are: ruler-subject, father-son or parents-children, husband-wife,
elder-younger or between siblings, and between friends (Park & Chesla, 2007).
Confucianism endorses closeness between parents and children. In all familial
relations, respect for parents and grandparents has a supreme value. However,
the guidance and discipline that parents give to their children is also important,
and it should be based on emotional closeness and love. The elders are supposed
to treat the younger generation with affection, and they are allowed to be strict
but not cruel. Between siblings, older siblings are expected to be a role model for
their younger siblings, and in turn, younger ones are to respect the older ones.
The oldest among siblings usually acts as the surrogate of parents in their ab-
sence.

Therefore, three out of five of these relations occur in the family (Chang &
Holt, 1991), confirming a strong representation of the notion that family is the
base of society (Park & Chesla, 2007). Chinese cultures advocate that one should
strive to expand the prosperity and vitality of one’s family to the larger society
(Huang & Gove, 2012). Thus, the ideal social relationship is the one that demon-
strates qualities that parallel those found in family life. Conversely, a person who
does not do well within family relationships cannot do well in society (Park &
Chesla, 2007). To cultivate and maintain harmony within the context of family,
it often takes into consideration parent’s authority, conformity, and role and re-
sponsibilities of each individual (Lu & Shih, 1997). The strong affection that
parents have toward their children drives them to be highly attentive to the
well-being of their dependent child, while the decisions children make regarding
their lives, including education, are associated with family harmony as well.
Thus, for Confucians, it follows that as one grows up, one ought to reciprocate
the good by being a filial child.

Filial piety (xiao-shun), therefore, entails not only provision of material goods,
but also serving one’s parents with a caring mind and reverent attitude. Yet, it is
also important to be aware of the rather common misconstrued understanding
of filial piety as requiring absolute obedience and submission to their parents.
Instead, one should follow what is morally right. In other words, if parents re-
quire children to do wrong, a filial child not only should reject it, but even has
an obligation to correct the parents in a tactful way (Nuyen, 2004). It is with this
proper understanding that filial piety is regarded as the root of the cardinal and
all-encompassing Confucian virtue of ren, which is also often referred as a moral
force that comes with one’s ability to show benevolence and kindness toward

others (see Chan, 1963). In addition, it is important to note that although family
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plays a significant role in its members’ personal welfare, the value of family is
not merely instrumental, because family is not a joint venture set up by volunta-
ry individuals but a social reality that everyone is born into for better or worse
(Brennan & Fan, 2007). Confucian philosophy also holds that assuming the fa-
milial roles and responsibilities properly is central to cultivation and practice of
virtues; this does not entail ignoring the interests of each member, but rather
accommodates values that will serve the best interest of the family and the
members (Fan, 2002).

In Taiwanese context, families are typically multigenerational, with each
member playing an important function within the household. Traditionally, the
Taiwanese placed great emphasis on maintaining respect and positive relation-
ships among the family members. Much of this behavior relates back to Confu-
cian concept of filial piety (xiao-shun). Taiwanese also emphasize relationships
(guan-xi), which means being reciprocal towards one’s obligations to family
members. The concept of face-saving (mian-zi) in Taiwanese families often
guides how family members interact with one another and with others. As the
younger generation is becoming less family orientated, Confucian concepts are
not strictly followed anymore. Nevertheless, children in Taiwan are still expected
to obey and defer to their parents and honor their elders in almost all the situa-
tions (Family, 2017).

As a summary, we can say that in general, including in the context of families
in Taiwan, family relationships are the most valued aspect of any person’s life.
On the one hand, family plays a crucial role in the well-being of its members,
and on the other, family has been found to be the greatest cause of emotional
stress and problem behaviors (Cavanagh & Huston, 2008). Battle and Miller
(2005) said that because family relationships usually involve longer term and
more intimate affiliations, there are more possibilities for interpersonal trans-
gressions to occur more often in the family relationships than in other relation-
ships. Conflicts that cause hurts in family relationships may be occasioned by a
violation of an implicit or explicit relationships norm (Confucian values of ren
and /j, and the cultural value of guan-xi), intentional or unintentional deceit and
betrayal of trust (Confucian values of y7 and xin), and so on (Karremans, Van
Lange, Ouwerkerk, & Kluwer, 2003; Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003).

Battle and Miller (2005) suggested that a wide range of transgressions necessi-
tate forgiveness in families, including unequal treatment of siblings by one or
both parents, hurt feelings from divorce and/or remarriage, irresponsible finan-
cial decisions made by a family member, inequitable distribution of household
tasks, and repeated instances of broken family commitments. Hoyt, Fincham,
McCullough, Maio, and Davila (2005) refer to the precipitating causes of these
feelings of hurt and resentment, and attendant cognitions as interpersonal

transgressions.

2.2. Theories of Interpersonal Transgressions

Hoyt et al. (2005) suggest that when researchers study interpersonal transgres-
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sions in close relationships, they should factor in the role of the situational and
relational factors that would contribute to people’s willingness to forgive, over
and above their stable dispositional tendencies. Some of the theories that explain
the role of the situational and relational factors in interpersonal transgression
and family forgiveness are interpersonal theory, interdependence theory, trans-
actional theory, and social relations model.

Interpersonal theory suggests that the principle of complementarity influences
interaction dynamics (Markey, Funder, & Ozer, 2003), and not only recent but
also remote past behaviors encoded in the form of ongoing expectations influ-
ence a person’s present responses to that partner in their interpersonal interac-
tions (Fincham, Harold, & Gano-Phillips, 2000). Interdependence theory posits
that dyadic interaction behaviors are a function of the situation and of the needs,
thoughts, and motives of the two interactants (Finkel, Rusbult, Kumashiro,
Hannon, 2002; Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003). Transactional perspective endorses
that specific transgressions in close relationships occur within the context of an
ongoing stream of interaction, with members sometimes playing the role of an
offender and other times the role of a victim (Cotterell, Eisenberger, & Speicher,
1992).

In social relations model, the idea that dyadic interpersonal phenomena are
necessarily componential, consisting of transgressor (actor or perceiver), victim
(partner or target), and relationship components (Back & Kenny, 2010). Based
on these theoretical frameworks, scholars indicate that the extent to which
people forgive in families is influenced not only by the dispositional characteris-
tics of the forgiver, but also by the relationship, the situation in which the trans-
gression occurs, the characteristics of the transgressor and the nature of the of-
fense (see McCullough, Fincham, & Tsang, 2003; Mullet & Girard, 2000; Takaku,
Weiner, & Ohbuchi, 2001; Wieselquist, Rusbult, Foster, & Agnew, 1999). In
other words, the victims are primarily motivated to forgive the transgressor in
order to continue or restore the relationship (Karremans & Van Lange, 2004;
Mooney, Strelan, & McKee, 2015).

2.3. Concepts of Forgiveness

In the light of the theories of interpersonal transgressions, forgiveness is de-
scribed as an intentional and voluntary process that involves a change in emo-
tion and attitude in a victim regarding an offender (see Fincham, 2000; Kaminer,
Stein, Mbanga, & Zungu-Dirwayi, 2000; McCullough, Worthington, & Rachael,
1997; North, 1987; Worthington, 2005). Scholars conceptualize forgiveness on
the basis of two inter-related processes. One is intrapersonal, in which the cogni-
tions and feelings of victims about a transgressor change from negative to posi-
tive (Worthington, 2001). The other is interpersonal (Finkel et al., 2002), in
which the internal prosocial motivational change experienced by victims is ma-
nifested interpersonally. Therefore, a feature of the interpersonal aspect of for-

giveness is that it involves positive responses to transgressors, variously concep-
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tualized as benevolent (McCullough et al., 1998), compassionate and loving
(Worthington, 2001), and altruistic (Enright, Freedman, & Rique, 1998). Hence,
regardless of the nomenclature, a forgiving response at the interpersonal level
implies other-focused concern (Mooney et al., 2015).

Scholars also conceptualize forgiveness at different levels of specificity, such as
a trait, as a tendency toward a specific relationship, and as a response toward a
specific offense (see Fincham, Hall, & Beach, 2006; McCullough, Hoyt, & Rachal,
2000). Paleari, Regalia, and Fincham (2009) indicated that both positive and
negative dimensions of forgiveness were more strongly related to the relation-
ship (tendency and response) variables than to the trait variables, suggesting that
the relational characteristics may be more important than the dispositional traits
in understanding forgiveness. In addition, relationship characteristics (ex.,
closeness, trust, and conflict) are widely accepted as playing a significant role in
forgiveness in the family contexts (see Fincham, 2015; Hoyt, Fincham, McCul-
lough, Maio, & Davila, 2005; Maio, Thomas, Fincham, & Carnelley, 2008; Palea-
ri, Fincham, & Regalia, 2003).

After reviewing the literature on the concept of forgiveness in Confucianism,
Shun (2014) concluded that the concept of forgiveness is neither developed nor
idealized in Confucian thought. Shun said that in contemporary Chinese lan-
guage, there are several expressions, such as ywan-liang, kuan-shu, rao-shu,
kuan-rong, and she-mian, which are standardly used as translations of the term
“forgive” or “forgiving.” Shun said that there are no indications in the classical
Chinese texts in the sense in which the compound yuan liangis used in modern
Chinese language. As for shu, it is explained in terms of not bestowing (sA7) on
others what one would not desire to be bestowed on oneself. Thus, shu is usually
presented as a desirable quality, presumably referring to one’s being considerate
in bestowing things on and in dealing with others, rather than referring specifi-
cally to a “forgiving” attitude toward an offender. In addition, in contemporary
Chinese language, shu is in the compound kuan-shu as a possible translation of
“to forgive,” and kuan is also viewed generally as a desirable quality in the early
texts, referring to a mindset that is being broad-minded (4uan) in contrast to
being narrow-minded (b1). Kuan is also used in modern Chinese language in the
compound kuan-rong to describe one’s being broad-minded, encompassing and
accommodating. Finally, in many instances of its use, she involves one’s refrain-
ing from punishing someone for a crime or an offence that is punishable by
some established standards. In a similar way, mian often refers to one’s avoiding
some disastrous outcomes. Hence, she-mian is also not like the contemporary
notion of forgiveness.

Thus, Shun’s (2014) examination of the early use of Chinese terms potentially
related to the notion of forgiveness shows that these terms either have to do
primarily with actions, or if they have to do with the mindset or disposition, a
change conveyed through their use is primarily a matter of correcting some as-

pect in the victim, such as a change from being narrow-minded (bi) to being
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broad-minded (4kuan). This is unlike the kind of change of mind or heart in-
volved in the contemporary notion of forgiveness, which emphasizes a change in
the way one views an offender. Therefore, the question is, in what way is this
kind of change different from that involved in the contemporary discussions of
forgiveness? In contemporary understanding of forgiveness, the victim abandons
the attitudes associated with resentment, drops any presumption of one’s own
importance or moral superiority, empathetically sees things from the perspective
of the offender, and comes to view the offender as someone with whom one can
maintain a relationship. On the other hand, the change in the Confucian view
involves the victim correcting some aspect in oneself, and it is a change that the
victim should undertake independently of any change on the part of the offend-
er. Thus, by downplaying the importance of the way others view oneself and by
no longer seeing acts of offense as attacks on one’s self-respect, the victim’s ini-
tial resentment dissipates, and the victim perhaps comes to see the offender in
the same way that would have resulted from an act of forgiveness, namely, the

offender is someone with whom the victim can restore a relationship.

2.4. Hurt Intensity and Forgiveness

Although family life is a source of joy and happiness, it is a rare phenomenon
that a person who does not, at some point, feel hurt when let down, betrayed,
disappointed or wronged by a close family member. When a person is offended
by a family member, he or she can experience strong negative feelings, which in
turn, can elicit the severity of the hurt. Also, how the offended respond to trans-
gressions in family context depends on the intensity of hurt, which in turn may
affect the way in which the offended behave toward the offender in the future
interactions. McCullough, Worthington, and Rachal (1997) posited that the af-
fective responses in family transgressions occur along two dimensions: one re-
flects emotions (e.g., sadness, anger, and contempt) related to righteous indigna-
tion, whereas the other dimension captures emotions ((e.g., fear and worry) re-
lated to hurt.

Wade and Worthington (2003) reviewed several studies that used several va-
riables in predicting the degree of forgiveness or unforgiveness that a victim
would experience in response to a hurt. Dispositional traits, such as religiosity,
empathy, and agreeableness were related to willingness to forgive interpersonal
transgressions across situations. Trait anger, proneness to shame, attachment
style, quality of the relationship, and the severity of the offence were considered
influential in the process of unforgiveness. For instance, a transgression that was
more severe was indicated to produce more feelings of unforgiveness, which
would make it more difficult for the victim to forgive the offender, than was a
relatively minor offence and less severe hurt.

Boon and Sulsky (1997) reported that the severity of partner transgressions
was linked to partner forgiveness with more severe transgressions being asso-

ciated with less forgiveness. A study by Fincham, Jackson, and Beach (2005)
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suggested that the participant’s rating of the transgression severity or hurt inten-
sity significantly predicted forgiveness. The significant negative correlation be-
tween subjective hurt severity and forgiveness in Fincham et al.’s study indicated
that those who subjectively perceived higher levels of hurt intensity were less in-
clined to forgive their offenders, thus proving that subjective severity of trans-
gression is significantly consequential for forgiveness. In other words, the more
severe the subjective impact of the hurt, the harder it was for the victim to for-

give the offender.

2.5. Dispositional Traits and Forgiveness

Research on forgiveness and personality has consistently indicated a significant
relationship between them. For instance, the personality trait of extraversion and
agreeableness have consistently and positively correlated with forgiveness, whe-
reas neuroticism negatively correlated (Brose, Rye, Lutz-Zois, & Ross, 2005).
Symington, Walker, and Gorsuch (2002) stated that personality dispositions play
a significant role in the study of situational forgiveness, and they indicated that
neuroticism and agreeableness were significantly associated with various dimen-
sions of forgiveness.

With the emergence of positive psychology, the traits of resilience and optim-
ism have been considered as the personality dispositions that significantly con-
tribute to the outcome variables. Resiliency is an internal disposition that people
use to master the periods of disruption and reintegration throughout the life
cycle (Flach, 1988). Optimism is a dispositional trait that reflects the extent to
which individuals hold generalized favorable future expectancies in the midst of
unfavorable situations (Walsh, 2003).

When the researchers attempt to study the interpersonal transgressions and
forgiveness in close relationships, Hoyt and colleagues (2005) suggested to par-
tial out the variance contributed by the stable personality and dispositional ten-
dencies of the offended, so that the incremental validity of the role of the situa-
tional and relational variables in forgiveness of the offenders could be appro-
priately assessed. In this study, the variance accounted for by the positive dispo-
sitional traits of resilience and optimism were controlled for in order to validly
assess the incremental variance of the relationship variables and hurt intensity in

family forgiveness.

3. Research Hypotheses

From the literature review, it is obvious that although it is in the family rela-
tionships that many needs of the individuals are fulfilled, yet some of the
strongest offenses and deepest hurts also occur in them. If families do not at-
tempt to find ways to minimize pain and maximize forgiveness, consequently
they may realize that hurts do not heal as easily and the residuals carry over
throughout a lifetime. In contrast to the majority of social relationships, family

relationships usually involve affiliation that lasts longer term and are more inti-
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mate. Because of the everyday nature of family relations and interactions that
create the intense emotional involvement and the interdependence among the
various family members, there tends to be higher possibilities for interpersonal
transgressions to occur more often in the family relationships than in other rela-
tionships. Consequently, the stakes are higher when such hurts remain unre-
solved. Therefore, working toward forgiveness in families is very important, for
without it, the consequences are detrimental to the well-being of both the family
and an individual. Also, as the literature review has indicated, the relational
characteristics may be more important than dispositional traits in conceptualiz-
ing, measuring, and understanding forgiveness in the context of interpersonal
transgressions in family relationships.

Hence, in line with the rationale of the existing literature, we specifically in-
vestigated the role of dispositional, family relational, and hurt intensity variables
in the offense-specific family forgiveness from the perspective of college students
in Taiwan. We used the incremental validity paradigm, which refers to the de-
gree to which a variable is said to significantly predict important outcome after
the variance of the established variables, such as personality traits, has been re-
moved from the predictive equation (Sechrest, 1963). Incremental validity para-
digm simply answers the question of whether a variable adds to the prediction of
the criterion over and above that can be predicted by other established variables
(Haynes & Lench, 2003).

Specific research hypotheses included:

1) Exploration of the a) specific family member committing the offense, b) na-
ture and frequency of the offenses committed by this specific offender, and
the single most serious offense, and c) the level of hurt intensity.

2) Investigation of the significant correlations between the major study va-
riables. For example, a positive correlation would be expected between the
dispositional tendencies of optimism and resilience, family relationship va-
riables of trust and communication, and forgiveness. A negative correlation
would be expected between the family relationship variable of alienation,
hurt intensity, and forgiveness.

3) Investigation of the incremental effect of the family relationship and hurt in-
tensity variables on family forgiveness. That is, after controlling for signifi-
cant demographics, it would be expected that the positive dispositional ten-
dencies, family relationship variables, and hurt intensity would significantly
predict the offense-specific forgiveness. Specifically, positive tendencies and
relationship variables of trust and communication in their respective regres-
sion analysis steps would predict an increase in forgiveness, whereas the fam-
ily relationship variable of alienation and hurt intensity in their respective

regression analysis steps would predict a decrease in forgiveness.

4. Method

4.1. Procedure and Participants

After obtaining the consent of the voluntary participants, we collected data from
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377 undergraduate students pursuing a bachelor degree in different areas of
study at a certain large comprehensive university in Taiwan. In general, the stu-
dents belonged to various colleges and departments, including those majoring in
child and family studies, education, leadership, clinical psychology, English lite-
rature, engineering, nursing, management, psychology, Chinese literature, and
continuing education. Before proceeding with answering the questions, the vo-
luntary participants were invited to acknowledge the consent form, which indi-
cated their willingness to participate in the survey, the purpose of the survey,
and the time it would take to complete the survey questionnaire. The partici-
pants were also told that they were free to quit the survey any time in the
process. No compensation was given for their participation.

The total sample of 377 participants consisted of 160 (42.4%) males and 217
(57.6%) females. Their ages included between 18 and 25 (18 = 27; 19 = 117; 20 =
113; 21 = 52; 22 = 38; 23 = 18; 24 = 8; 25 = 4). The majority (134; 35.5%) had no
religious belief. Of those who were affiliated with some religion, 73 (19.4%) par-
ticipants were affiliated with some sort of folk religions; 67 (17.8%) were Taoists;
55 (14.6%) were Buddhists; 40 (10.6%) were Protestants, and 8 (2.1%) were
Catholics.

4.2. Measurements

Demographic, Offense-Descriptive, and Hurt Intensity Questionnaire.
The participants’ demographic information, including age, gender, college and
the major they are enrolled in, and religious affiliation were collected. We also
asked the participants to choose one of the close family members (father, moth-
er, and sibling) that they perceive to have seriously offended them in the recent
past. Then, we requested the participants to choose any number of offenses from
a random list of 29 offenses that the chosen family offender had committed
against them. The sample offenses included being ignored, verbal abuse, disho-
nesty, failing in commitments, conflict with the use of resources, conflicts with
parental discipline, conflicts in the distribution of household tasks, interpersonal
relationship conflicts, and others. We then asked the participants to indicate the
most serious offense from their chosen list of offenses and the hurt intensity
ranging from zero to 10, with zero representing no hurt feelings, 5 representing
medium intensity of hurt, and 10 representing the most intense hurt.

Offense-Specific Family Forgiveness. In assessing offense-specific family
forgiveness, we modified and used 15 items from the Forgiveness Scale (Rye,
Loiacono, Folck, Olszewski, Heim, & Madia, 2001). Responses were made on a
5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). We
subjected the 15 items to principal component analysis, which revealed the
presence of two components, explaining 60.38% of the variance. The first com-
ponent, which we named as Absence of Negative, had 8 items with factor load-
ings ranging from .58 to .83, explained 31.21% of variance and had a Cronbach’s

a of 91. The second component, named as Presence of Positive, had 7 items
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with loadings from .62 to .75, explained 29.17% of variance, and had a Cron-
bach’s a of .84. A sample item in the Absence of Negative included “I feel hatred
whenever I think about the family member who hurt me” and a sample item in
the Presence of Positive included, “Although my family member hurt me, I defi-
nitely put what happened aside so that we could resume our relationship.” We
reverse scored all the items in the Absence of Negative component and tabulated
the total forgiveness score from both the components, which had a Cronbach’s a
of .90.

Family Relationship. We assessed family relationship by using the Inventory
of Parent Attachment developed by Armsden and Greenberg (1987). For the
purpose of this study and as it was already done in the past (see Yang & Chen,
2016), we changed “relationship with the parents” to “relationship with the fam-
ily member.” This inventory has three subscales: Trust, Communication, and
Alienation, each consisting of five items. We did the factor analysis on all the
items and as in the original scale, three clear components emerged, explaining
74.79% of the variance. The first component, Communication, had loadings in
the range of .70 to .82, explained 30.60% of variance, and had a Cronbach’s a
of .92. Sample items included, “When we discuss things, my family member
cares about my point of view” and “My family member helps me to understand
myself better.” The second component, Alienation, had loadings in the range
of .72 to .81, explained 22.62% of variance, and had a Cronbach’s a of .87. Sam-
ple items included, “Talking over my problems with my family member makes
me feel ashamed or foolish” and “I get upset easily around my family member.”
The third component, Trust, had loadings in the range of .40 to .82, explained
21.57% of variance, and had a Cronbach’s a of .93. Sample items included, “My
family member trusts my judgment” and “I trust my family member.”

Positive Dispositional Tendencies. Selected positive dispositional tenden-
cies included Optimism and Resilience. Measure of Optimism consisted of 4
items and had reliability coefficient of .84. Sample items included, “In uncer-
tain times, I usually expect the best” and “I always look on the bright side of
things” (Carifio & Rhode, 2002). Measure of Resilience consisted of 4 items,
and the reliability coefficient of .84. Sample items included, “I usually take
stressful things in stride” and “I can achieve goals despite obstacles” (Camp-
bell-Sills & Stein, 2007).

5. Results

5.1. Offending Family Member, Nature and Frequency of Offenses,
and Hurt Intensity

As part of Hypothesis 1a, we explored the relationship of the research partici-
pant with the offending family member. In this research, we presumed the par-
ticipants’ family to be exclusive and nuclear, consisting of father, mother, and
siblings. The results suggested that 127 (33.7%) chose their father as the offend-
er, 122 (32.4%) chose their mother, and 128 (34%) chose a sibling.
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In Hypothesis 1b, we explored the nature of the offensive attitudes and beha-
viors that commonly occur in the families, and the single most serious offense
among all the offenses that the participants perceived it to be. Some of the most
often occurring offenses included the behavior or attitude of being ignored by
the family members, breaking promises, being compared with others, inequita-
ble distribution of household tasks, contempt, conflict in the use of resources
and management of money, and the unequal parental treatment of the siblings.
When we asked the participants to choose the most serious offense, they chose
being compared with others by the offending family member (2 = 37; 9.8%),
followed by contempt (22 = 30; 8%), family members not fulfilling their promises
(n=27;7.2%), being ignored (21 = 25; 6.6%), and verbal abuse (22 = 22; 5.8%).

In Hypothesis 1c, we examined the level of hurt intensity. We asked the par-
ticipants to choose the hurt intensity by marking between zero and ten on a con-
tinuous scale, with zero indicating absence of any sort of hurt feelings, 5 indi-
cating the moderate intensity and 10 indicating the highest intensity of hurt. The
results are presented in Table 1. About 176 participants experienced the mod-
erate levels of intensity ((level = 5; n= 61; 16.2%; level = 6; n= 64; 17%, and level
=7; n=51;13.5%). Seven (1.9%) participants even experienced the strongest in-

tensity of hurt due to the offensive behavior or attitude of their family members.

5.2. Scale Reliabilities and Intercorrelations

As indicated in Table 2, the reliability coefficients for all the measures were in
the range of .74 for Resilience to .93 for Trust. Hurt intensity was a single item
measure on a continuum from zero to 10. The subscales of Absence of Negative
(reverse scored) and Presence of Positive were combined to get a total score for

Forgiveness, which had a coefficient reliability of .90. In testing Hypothesis 2

Table 1. Frequencies and percentages of hurt intensity level.

Hurt Intensity Level Frequency %
0 6 1.6
1 19 5.0
2 37 9.8
3 45 11.9
4 50 13.3
5 61 16.2
6 64 17.0
7 51 13.5
8 31 8.2
9 6 1.6
10 7 1.9

N=377.
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Table 2. Reliability coefficients, means, standard deviations, and correlations.

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)

9)

Gender

Optimism
Resilience

Trust
Communication
Alienation

Hurt Intensity
Absence of Negative

Presence of Positive

10) Forgiveness

.84

74

93

92

.87

91

.84

.90

M

3.35

3.22

3.68

3.41

4.90

3.75

3.36

3.57

SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

--- - .02 -.05 A17* .08 —-.18* 127 .08 .09 117
.74 --- .65%* .34 .39% —.24* -.13% 27* 41 .39%
.74 --- .25% .28* —.11* -.03 12* 31* 24*
.90 -—- 79* -.50* -.29* .56* .53* .63*
.89 --- —.40* —-.33* .45% .45% 52%
.89 --- 24* —-.65* -.36* -.61*
2.21 --- —.47* -.26* —.44*
.83 --- A47* 81%
73 --- .89*
.67 ---

N=1377;*p<.001;*p<.01; "p< .05; two-tailed.

and on inspection of the correlational matrix as presented in Table 2, out of 45
possible correlations, 39 of them were significant. As per Cohen’s (1988) criteria
(small effect, r= .10 to .29; medium effect, r = .30 to .49, and large effect, r= .50
to 1.0), most of the significant correlations were in the medium effect range and
11 significant correlations were in the large effect range.

In addition to the strongest positive correlation of the two subscales with the
total forgiveness scale, the next strongest positive correlation was between trust
and communication, r (377) = .79, p < .001, suggesting that these two relation-
ship variables vary together. The other strong positive correlation was between
optimism and resilience, r (377) = .65, p < .001, suggesting that these two posi-
tive dispositional traits mutually influence each other, with high disposition in
one being associated with high disposition in the other. The relationship variable
of alienation had a strong negative correlation with forgiveness, r (377) = -.61, p
<.001, suggesting that alienation in family relationships is associated with lower

attitudes and behaviors of forgiveness.

5.3. Multiple Regression Analyses

To test Hypothesis 3, we conducted hierarchical multiple regression to assess the
ability of gender, positive dispositional tendencies, relationship variables, and
hurt intensity to predict forgiveness. The results are presented in Table 3. We
entered gender in Step 1 and it explained only 1% of the variance in forgiveness,
F (1, 375) = 4.55, p < .05, R’ = .01. After we entered the positive dispositional
tendencies of optimism and resilience in Step 2, the model explained 17% of va-
riance, i.e., the dispositional tendencies together explained an additional 16% of
variance in forgiveness, after controlling for gender. Optimism, p = .41, p < .001,
emerged as a sole predictor in Step 2. Resilience was not significant as a predic-
tor of forgiveness. We entered three family relationship variables in Step 3, and

the whole model explained 54% of variance in forgiveness, F (6, 370) = 71.35,

DOI: 10.4236/psych.2018.95065

1035 Psychology


https://doi.org/10.4236/psych.2018.95065

I. R. Edara, J.-L. Chen

Table 3. Summary of hierarchical regression analyses for variables predicting forgiveness.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
B SE g B SE g B SE g B SE g
Gender .15 .07 117 .16 .07 127 .02 .05 .02 .04 .05 .03
Optimism 37 .06 Al .15 .04 A17% .15 .04 16%
Resilience .02 .06 .02 .02 .04 .01 .01 .04 .01
Trust .29 .05 37* .28 .04 37*
Communication .01 .05 .01 -.05 .04 -.06
Alienation -.29 .03 -.37* -.26 .03 —.34*
Hurt Intensity -.08 .01 —-.26*
K .01 17 .54 .59
F 4.55* 24.71* 71.35* 76.34*
dr 1:375 3:373 6:370 7:369

N=377;*p< .001;*p< .05.

p <.001, R’ = .54. That is, the relationship variables together explained an addi-
tional 37% of variance in forgiveness, after controlling for both gender (Step 1)
and positive dispositional tendencies (Step 2). The inspection of the contribution
of the individual predictor variables in Step 3 indicated that communication was
not significant, whereas both trust, f = .37, p < .001, and alienation, § = -.37, p
<.001, were significant.

In the final step, hurt intensity was significant and explained additional 5% of
variance in forgiveness, over and above the variance explained by the family re-
lationship variables, F (7, 369) = 76.34, p < .001, R = .59; p = —.26, p < .001.
These significant results suggest that after controlling for both demographic va-
riables such as gender and dispositional variables such as traits, the family rela-
tionship variables along with the intensity of the hurt experienced by the victim
in the context of family offenses play a significant role in predicting the levels of

forgiveness of the family offender.

6. Discussion
6.1. Family Relationship between the Victim and the Offender

When talking about forgiveness in the context of families, the first question that
comes to anyone’s mind is about the relationship between the victim and the of-
fender. In this study, the almost similar percentages of student participants in-
dicated that the father, mother, and siblings equally offended them. Specifically,
the results were distributed in the proportion of 128 (34%) for sibling as the of-
fender, 127 (33.7%) for father, and 122 (32.4%) for mother.

Given the age and developmental stage of these college students, it appears to
be necessary that the parents are involved more than the other family members

in the life of the college students, consequently leading to the chances of more
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interpersonal transgressions. Indeed, research has indicated that the majority of
young adults entering college traverse this transitional stage accompanied by
their parents (Fingerman, Cheng, Tighe, Birditt, & Zarit, 2012; Gavazzi, 2012;
Schwanz, Palm, Hill-Chapman, & Broughton, 2014).

A study by Mao, Hsu, and Fang (2016) on the exploration of the Taiwanese
university student perceptions of parental support concluded that parental sup-
port includes four themes: autonomy support, tangible assistance, emotional
support, and information support. Mao and colleagues also indicated autonomy
support as the most difficult for Taiwanese parents to provide to their col-
lege-going children. They further said that when there is a conflict between the
development of personal interest of college students and parental expectations,
students usually use four different coping styles: protest, avoidance, struggle, and
submission. These categories of Taiwanese students’ coping styles, except sub-
mission, in the midst of conflict with their parents indicate a higher chance of
interpersonal transgressions in their family relationships and the need for con-

flict resolution through forgiveness.

6.2. Nature of Transgressions in Taiwanese Families

Given the long-term nature of family ties and the intensity of the interactions,
family conflicts resulting in hurt and the need for resolution and forgiveness
occur regularly in family settings. It appears self-evident that motivation and
ability to forgive depend on the nature and hurt intensity or severity of the
transgressions, which include physical abuse, emotional blackmail, insult or re-
velation of secrets.

Participants in this study thought that being compared with others by a family
member was the third most occurring offensive behavior. In fact, participants
chose this behavior as the most serious offense committed by the family mem-
ber. The Chinese families usually think that their children’s overall performance
and particularly their personal academic achievement is the value and honor of
the whole family (Chao, 2001). The literature on parenting styles suggests that
the authoritarian parents attempt to control their children with absolute stan-
dards, and expect obedience and respect for authority from their children. In
contrast, authoritative parents expect mature behavior from their children, set
clear standards and enforce them firmly, encourage independence and indivi-
duality, engage in an open communication, and recognize the rights of their
children. The literature has also suggested that parents of Chinese ethnicity with
their respect for Confucian values are higher in general authoritarianism. In re-
sponse to poor performance of their children, the authoritarian parents get upset
and show it by means of comparison. Even if their children perform to their
maximum potential, the parents tend to tell their children to do even better
(Leung, Lau, & Lam, 1998). Thus, it appears that it is a general understanding
that comparison by Taiwanese parents is a common approach to ascertain the

performance of their children. Parents compare their children’s performance
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with others and then determine whether their achievements are normal, better
or excellent. But, when comparisons by parents of their children with others are
overdone or involve unrealistic expectations and negative attitudes, they pro-
duce negative effects.

The participants felt that contempt was another transgression that occurred
most often in Taiwanese families, and it was also the second most serious offense
as per the participants’ experiences of family interpersonal transgressions. The
choice for contempt seems to logically follow the most serious offense of being
compared with others, because contempt is a feeling that a person is worthless or
beneath consideration. Fischer and Roseman (2007) said that the social function
of contempt is perhaps done because the person who is feeling contempt perce-
ives that there is no way to influence or change the other person, or changing
another person’s behavior is not worth the effort, which results in ignoring the
person. In other words, contempt sends messages that elicit psychological hurt.
Vangelisti (1994) argued that a few ill-intended or ill-spoken words, such as
“you are worthless” or “you will never amount to anything,” can strongly affect

interpersonal interactions and relationships.

6.3. Intensity of the Hurt Experienced by the Victim

Over 50% of the participants experienced moderate to above the average levels
of hurt intensity. Lemay, Overall, and Clark (2012) said that hurt occurs when
the victim perceives and feels rejection or devaluation by a perpetrator who is
highly valued by the victim. As the nature of the most serious offenses and the
relation to the perpetrator in this study indicated, both the transgressions of be-
ing compared with others and experiencing contempt appear to be the cause of
perception and feeling of devalued by the highly valued family members, i.e.
parents and siblings.

Higher levels of hurt intensity felt by the participants also imply that the of-
fended in a family context is vulnerable to psychological pain at the hands of the
close family offender, and this vulnerability is likely due to the offended mem-
ber’s desire for a relationship with the offender. In fact, several studies have
proposed that the victim’s dependence on the perpetrator for support, security,
and protection creates the potential to feel hurt by relational devaluation (see
Lemay, et al., 2012; Shaver, Mikulincer, Lavy, & Cassidy, 2009). Moreover, if the
parental involvement and support may not end when students enter college and
young adulthood (Fingerman, et al., 2012; Schwanz, et al., 2014), and if depen-
dence is a central component of feeling hurt in response to relational devalua-
tion (Lemay, et al., 2012), the offended who highly value the family relationships
and are committed to them should be more likely to feel hurt in these contexts.
In general and as the results of this study have indicated, it is painful when our
family members hurt us, because we are tied to one another involuntarily and we
hold firm beliefs that our family members will be there for us unconditionally.

Therefore, naturally, when someone that we are so closely related to says or does
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something to hurt us, we perceive it as worse than when someone that we are

less related to does or says the same thing.

6.4. Relations among the Major Study Variables

The results indicated a strong significant correlation between optimism and resi-
lience. Optimism is an individual trait that reflects the extent to which people
hold generalized favorable expectancies for their future (Walsh, 2003). As the
past studies have indicated (see Carver, Scheier, & Segerstrom, 2010; Rutter,
2006), the characteristic of resilience for this sample reflects their desire for great
optimism under the adversity of family offences and transgressions. There was
also a positive correlation between optimism and forgiveness, implying that par-
ticipants who displayed more optimism were more likely to forgive their offend-
ers. Optimism helps the offended to make a decision to forgive the offender in
order to have and maintain happy, healthy, and positive relationships. Because
optimism sets the path for a better future, the offended is able to find the posi-
tives in forgiving the offender.

The significant positive relationship between higher levels of resiliency cor-
respond to higher levels of forgiveness, and conversely, lower levels of resiliency
correspond to lower levels of forgiveness. Flach (1988) contends that resiliency is
a strength that humans require to master cycles of disruption and reintegration
throughout the life cycle. In this study, the positive significant correlation be-
tween resiliency and forgiveness implies that the resilient participants possess
the capacity to forgive as they are able to understand that something good can
come out of even the hurtful offenses in involuntary interpersonal relationships
occurring in the context of families.

As expected, the relationship variables of trust and communication were sig-
nificantly and highly correlated. Communication is described as the formal as
well as the informal sharing of meaningful information. Trust is defined as an
expectancy held by an individual or a group that the verbal or written word or
promise of another individual or a group can be relied upon (Zeffane, Tipi, &
Ryan, 2011). Trust is an important pillar in any kind of relationships. Building
trust fosters healthy communication among family and friends, and healthy and
open communication in relationships opens the pathways for trust to develop in
useful ways. There was also a positive significant correlation between trust and
forgiveness, implying that highly trusting individuals are more likely to forgive
their offenders. The positive correlation between communication and forgive-
ness implies that the process of forgiveness involves positive communication
(Sheldon, Gilchrist-Petty, & Lessley, 2014).

Alienation in relationships and the feeling of hurt by the family offenses were
positively correlated, whereas alienation and forgiveness were negatively corre-
lated. Research (see Scharp & Hall, 2017) has shown that despite the well ac-
cepted assumptions that families are close and intact, the prevalence of aliena-

tion, marginalization, and estrangement of family member is overwhelming.
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These processes pose significant disruptions to the entire family system. Vange-
listi (2006) explains that the involuntary nature of family relationships places
tight constraints on the member’s relational alternatives. When family members
are happy and well-adjusted, these constraints may increase members’ commit-
ment to the family as a whole, but when family members are offended or abused,
distressed or psychologically troubled, the same restrictions may place them at a

great deal of hurt.

6.5. Incremental Predictors of Forgiveness in Families

All the step-wise regression models were significant in predicting forgiveness.
After controlling for the effects of gender on forgiveness in Step 1, the positive
dispositional tendencies of optimism and resilience together significantly in-
creased the variance in forgiveness in Step 2. But only optimism, defined as ge-
neralized expectancies for desirable future outcomes (Carver, et al., 2010), sig-
nificantly predicted forgiveness of family member’s transgression. Research con-
firms that individuals who are disposed to hold positive expectations for the fu-
ture respond to any sort of adversity in more adaptive ways (Rey & Extremera,
2014). In the case of forgiveness in interpersonal relationships, Worthington and
Wade (1999) have stated that an optimistic view of a relationship and oneself in
that relationship is expected to influence the occurrence of forgiveness. The pos-
itive dispositional quality of resilience was not significant.

In Step 3, trust significantly contributed to the variance in forgiveness. The
ability to trust and maintain healthy relationships was a recurring theme in for-
giveness studies (see Asendorpf & Wilpers, 1998; Boon & Sulsky, 1997; McCul-
lough, Worthington, & Rachael, 1997). Studies indicated that of the many as-
pects of relationships that could contribute to forgiveness dynamics, trust that
relationship partners place in one another is one quality that has been widely re-
searched (see Finkel et al.,, 2002; McCullough et al., 1998). Rousseau, Sitkin,
Burt, and Camerer (1998) noted that trust essentially entails an acceptance of
vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the intentions of another.
From this perspective, trust could potentially motivate forgiveness in one of two
ways. It could increase perceptions of safety from the possibility of future of-
fenses. Or, it could increase perceptions of opportunities for future benefits from
a relationship. In other words, following an offense by a relationship partner,
those who trust their partner typically form more benevolent (ren) interpreta-
tions of the offense, and retain more positive evaluations of the offender
(guan-xi), leading to higher likelihood of granting forgiveness.

Moreover, one of the cardinal virtues of Confucianism is trust (xin), which is
interpreted as the state of mind that is without deception or lies when relating to
others. In one’s family and social life, if one is to have a meaningful relationship
with others, one should be trustworthy, without cheating or lying (Zhang, 2002).
Thus, xin is directly correlated with positive relationships, and vice versa. One
significant feature of xin, suggested by the Chinese character itself, indicates that

it is comprised of ren ( person) and yan (speech or language), suggesting that the
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person with xin or the trustworthy person is the one who does what he/she has
said would do (Wee, 2011). Thus, xin means trustworthiness in word or verbal
commitment, and when it is applied to the interpersonal relationships in family
context, it leads to forgiveness in the context of family transgressions. That is, as
Wee (2011) indicated, one can say that the person of xin is sincere in his/her at-
tempts to ensure that others can rely on him/her and he/she may be said to be
generally well-disposed toward others. Therefore, in the context of this study,
when the victim perceives the family offender as trustworthy to an extent that
the offender is said to be well-disposed toward the victim, there is said to be a
higher chance for forgiveness.

In Step 3, the relationship variable of alienation also significantly and inverse-
ly predicted forgiveness, implying that the participants who feel alienated and
distance in the family are less likely to forgive their offenders. Richman and
Leary (2009) said that all negative or offensive interpersonal attitudes or events
have the potential to lower the victims’ perceived relational value. Richman and
Leary further said that a person who has been rejected may simultaneously wish
to regain acceptance, retaliate against those who hurt him or her, and avoid fur-
ther social contact. In the case of this sample, people who feel alienated or re-
jected appear to retaliate against those who offended them by not willing to for-
give them. This aspect seems to echo Shun’s (2014) interpretation of the concept
of forgiveness in Chinese literature in which the forgiveness or unforgiveness
might have to do with the change conveyed through being narrow-minded (1)
to being broad-minded (4kuan). Here, the relationship variable of alienation ap-
pears to suggest that the victims in response to the offenses by the family member
tend to be narrow-minded in working towards restoring a hurtful relationship.

In addition, the Confucian cardinal virtue of ren (benevolence), commonly
translated as benevolence, represents the figure of two people, indicating that ren
is thought to be possible only when one human being is in relationship with
another and thus one cannot be ren by oneself. Alienation, in some sense, is the
opposite of ren. Benevolence or ren is the characteristic element of humanity
and it is greatly exercised in loving the family members and relatives. Confucius
said that ren requires that we do not impose upon others what we do not want
for ourselves (Park & Chesla, 2007), which is forgiveness. But, alienation as the
description of one cannot be ren by oneself, deprives an opportunity or a chance
(ji-yuan) for the victim to extend benevolence and forgiveness toward the of-
fender.

Finally, hurt intensity also negatively and significantly predicted forgiveness.
Studies on the features of hurt feelings suggest that hurt is a distinct negative
emotion that is associated with feeling devalued, unwanted, and rejected (Rich-
man & Leary, 2009). For this sample, it appears that feeling of more severely hurt
by individuals who were perceived as being close to the transgressor were more
likely not to forgive the offender. This result is supported by the literature that
increased severity of offense and decreased closeness of victim-offender rela-

tionship as factors closely related to unforgiveness (Bono, McCullough, & Root,
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2008; McCullough et al., 1998).

As a summary, it can be said that it is not only the set of personality disposi-
tions that predicts whether one is inclined or not to forgive the family offender,
but more importantly, it is the set of family relationship variables that further
validates the prediction of forgiveness in the families. Additionally, as this study
results have suggested, when the intensity of hurt caused by a specific offense by
a close family member is included in the incremental validity analysis, it is indi-
cated that beyond both the personality dispositions and family relationships, the
intensity of hurt as subjectively felt or perceived by the offended significantly

contributes to the forgiveness of the family offender.

7. Implications, Limitations, and Future Directions

The significant results of this quantitative research help us to understand the de-
terminants of forgiveness of a family transgressor by the offended in a Taiwanese
context. First of all, the results suggest that offense-specific analysis gives clearer
understanding of the differences that exist due to geographical and cultural dif-
ferences. Although the understanding of families has been changing in modern
Taiwan, they still place a great emphasis on filial piety (xiao-shun) and relation-
ships (guan-xi). Investigating the specific offenses that the participants indicated
in this research study suggests that there are some similar offenses with other
cultures; offenses such as unequal treatment of siblings, inequitable distribution
of household tasks, and instances of broken family commitments. Some of the
offenses that seem to be typical to the Taiwanese family context are being ig-
nored and being compared with others. These results warrant that understand-
ing the process of forgiveness in families should take the cultural and ethnic as-
pects into consideration.

Participants indicated three conceptually inter-related offenses, i.e., being
compared with others, contempt, and being ignored, as the most serious of-
fenses. It could be due to the concept of face-saving (mian-zi) in the general
Chinese culture. One of the serious things in distorting family reputation in
Chinese culture is to “lose face” (diu-lian). Once again, these differences call for
an understanding of the cultural importance of face in the process of dealing
with family offenses and the operation of forgiveness in Taiwanese families.

The college students in this research study indicated that father, mother, and
siblings equally offend them. This result is in line with the aforementioned most
serious offenses and the concepts of filial piety (xiao-shun), relationships
(guan-xi), and face-saving (mian-zi). Moreover, both culturally and develop-
mentally, it appears to be necessary that the parents are involved more in the life
of the Taiwanese college students, consequently leading to the chances of fre-
quent and specific interpersonal transgressions between parents and col-
lege-going children. In addition, the transgressions among the siblings seem to
mostly occur due to the comparison and the sense of being ignored. Finally, the
relationship variables along with the intensity of the hurt experienced by the vic-

tim in the context of family played a significant role in the forgiveness of the
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family offender. Regarding the positive dispositional traits, like the previous re-
search has indicated, those individuals who are able to perceive positive expecta-
tions for the families tend to be more adaptable to family transgressions and
more able to use the mechanism of forgiveness to resolve interpersonal problems
in the context of families. But, when the relational variables of trust, communi-
cation, and alienation are entered into the regression equation, both demo-
graphic and dispositional variables became non-significant, once again suggest-
ing that the relationship factors, including the hurt feelings that occur due in-
terpersonal transgressions, play a significant role in the process of forgiveness in
families.

Even though the findings from this research provide promising empirical evi-
dence for the contribution of positive dispositional characteristics and relation-
ship variables in relation to interpersonal forgiveness in the context of families,
we should acknowledge some limitations of the study. One obvious limitation is
the use of a cross-sectional quantitative design, which prevents us from drawing
definitive causal inferences. Thus, it should be noted that the percentage of addi-
tional explained variance of hurt intensity in forgiveness, compared to relation-
ship variables and positive dispositional characteristics, was very modest (ex-
plaining about 5% of the increment variance). Yet, this small effect should not be
dismissed when the outcomes are important. Moreover, and in particular, the
field of interpersonal forgiveness in any context is known to be quite broad and
includes a large number of distal determinants (Riek & Mania, 2012), in addition
to intensity of the hurt, relationship variables and positive dispositional charac-
teristics measured in this study. Therefore, including more relevant determi-
nants in analysis may broaden the understanding of forgiveness in families. Also,
qualitative research may be useful in understanding the individual process and
experience of forgiveness in the context of family, in which the participants
could be asked to mention a specific offense and then describe in a narrative
form the process of forgiveness or lack of it.

Another limitation is the selection of a relatively young undergraduate student
sample. Therefore, these results need to be replicated with older participants and
those from community-based samples to help increase the confidence in current
findings. A third limitation is that the assessment of forgiveness was based upon
retrospective recall by the individual of a prior offense. A questionnaire item
asking the participants to state how long ago the offense occurred would have
been useful in accurately assessing the beliefs, thoughts, and feelings about the
offender post-offense. Finally, although gender significantly correlated with for-
giveness and predicted forgiveness, gender differences in forgiveness were not
tested in this study. Many scholars assume that women usually are more forgiv-
ing than men. Investigating for gender differences and discussing why or why

not they occur may be warranted in the future studies.

8. Conclusions

In this study, we tried to investigate the demographic, dispositional, and rela-
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tional determinants of forgiveness in Taiwanese families from the perspective of
college students. In line with the previous research results, our study also at-
tested to the reality that the frequency of offenses is higher and intensity of the
hurt is deeper in the involuntary and more permanent family relationships. In
addition, because family members share a biological connectedness that is not
present in other social groups; usually are more intensely bonded through emo-
tional ties, and often share a family world view, the process of forgiveness be-
comes an effective means by which to maintain family harmony and restore re-
lationship following family transgressions. Consequently, the failure to forgive
may result in deleterious effects, such as destructive conflict and disruption of
the family relationships.

It is also necessary for the scholars in family studies in general and for those
who study family forgiveness in particular to be aware of the complexity of de-
fining the family and operationalizing the family forgiveness, as it is more often
linked to changing and inescapable ideological differences, driven by history,
culture, and situation. For example, as the results from this study have indicated,
issues as to what counts as an offense, which family member is more often in-
volved in the family offenses, what kind of offense causes intense hurt, what sort
of dispositional tendencies and relationship variables play a role in the process of
forgiveness, and so on, suggest that the family dynamics and relationships
should be understood and investigated in the light of the changing ideological

differences and varying cultural values.
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