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What	does	forgiveness	look	like	in	the	brain?	As	a	neuroscientist,	I	am	always	looking	for	the	biological	underpinnings	of	mental	processesnot	as	an	effort	to	distill	mystery	into	molecules,	but	to	understand	rich	and	complex	psychological	experiences	as	combinations	of	simpler	building	blocks.	Breaking	things	down	in	this	way	can	shed	light	on	how
different	psychological	experiences	promote	well-being	in	life	and	help	us	figure	out	how	to	foster	the	experiences	and	behaviors	that	are	most	helpful	to	us.	In	brain	studies	of	forgiveness,	researchers	find	that	forgiving	activates	structures	and	pathways	in	the	brain	that	improve	resilience	and	social	connection	more	broadly,	and	empower	you	to
step	beyond	painful	experiences	in	an	energized,	motivated,	and	connected	way.	Forgiveness,	according	to	this	research,	does	not	mean	condoning	or	endorsing	anything	that	was	done	that	caused	harm	to	you.	Forgiving	also	does	not	necessarily	involve	trying	to	reconcile	or	resume	any	kind	of	meaningful	social	connection	with	the	person	who
wronged	you.	Rather,	forgiveness	involves	imagining	the	perspective	of	the	harm-doer	and	actively	letting	go	of	the	painful	association	between	them	and	yourself.	Forgiveness	means	embracing	your	feelings	of	hurt	with	self-nurturing	and	compassion,	so	that	you	can	recover	from	the	painful	experience	in	a	more	lasting	and	purpose-inspired	way.
The	good	news	about	forgiveness	is	that	the	structures	and	pathways	in	the	brain	that	it	exercises	have	other	advantages	to	mental	well-being.	If	were	holding	a	grudge	or	just	passively	waiting	for	hurt	to	subside	rather	than	practicing	forgiveness,	the	strength-building	processes	that	come	with	forgiveness	do	not	happen.	When	researchers	measure
brain	activation	in	study	participants	who	are	instructed	to	extend	forgiveness	for	a	past	harm,	there	are	three	main	systems	that	get	activated.	These	neural	pathways	and	structures	support	the	process	of	forgiving	in	a	dynamic	and	interrelated	way,	not	in	a	strict	sequence.	If	youre	struggling	with	forgiveness,	this	research	is	a	reminder	of	just	how
complex	it	can	be,	but	also	why	you	might	want	to	consider	it.	Forgiveness	in	the	brain	(from	a	2020	study)	1.	Empathy	and	perspective	taking	The	first	system	includes	structures	and	pathways	involved	in	empathy	and	perspective	taking,	or	sensing	the	emotions	of	others	and	imagining	their	thoughts	and	feelings.	The	region	that	is	central	to	sensing
other	peoples	emotions,	the	anterior	insula,	is	tucked	in	behind	the	ears	and	signals	visceral	activity,	which	means	involuntary	bodily	responses	like	a	hastened	heartbeat	or	a	fluttery	stomach	sensation.	The	anterior	insula	both	responds	to	our	own	physical	experience	and	also	gets	activated	when	we	detect	other	peoples	emotional	expressions	in	the
face,	voice,	and	even	body	through	a	process	called	biobehavioral	synchrony.	In	the	context	of	forgiving,	activation	in	this	region	may	signal	both	the	forgivers	own	feelings	about	the	prospect	of	forgiving	(which	can	be	hard),	as	well	as	their	felt	impression	of	the	perpetrators	experienceboth	of	which	influence	the	motivation	to	forgive.	Two	other
brain	regions	support	adopting	another	persons	perspective	and	seeing	their	point	of	view:	the	temporal	parietal	junction	(TPJ)	and	superior	temporal	sulcus	(STS).	These	areas	add	emotional	meaning	and	context	to	the	experience	(e.g.,	when	we	reflect	that	the	person	who	harmed	us	was	angry,	and	had	also	been	a	victim	of	harm	themselves).
Forgiveness	also	involves	considering	how	similar	or	different	other	peoples	experiences	may	be	from	our	own,	which	enlists	pathways	between	the	two	hemispheres	of	the	brain	that	span	the	medial	prefrontal	cortex	(mPFC),	precuneus,	and	posterior	cingulate	cortex	(PCC).	Putting	ourselves	in	the	shoes	of	the	person	who	caused	harm	is	part	of	the
process	of	forgiveness.	When	we	do	that,	we	may	realize	that	the	harm-doers	actions	were	partly	a	result	of	external	circumstances	in	their	lifelike	severe	poverty	or	abuseand,	thus,	feel	less	personally	targeted	or	victimized.	We	may	also	realize	that	holding	on	to	our	own	enduring	distress	and	anger	will	not	restore	justice	or	solve	the	problems	that
led	to	the	harm,	but	will	only	continue	hurting	usso	why	continue?	2.	Coping	The	second	system	involved	in	forgiving	is	central	to	coping,	or	reinterpreting	information	about	ourselves,	other	people,	and	the	world	in	a	way	that	speeds	up	our	recovery	from	distress	and	restores	calm	and	contentment.	The	dorsal	lateral	prefrontal	cortex	(dlPFC),
ventral	lateral	prefrontal	cortex	(vlPFC),	and	dorsal	anterior	cingulate	cortex	(dACC)	support	keeping	track	of,	focusing,	and	reallocating	our	attention	so	that	we	can	direct	mental	resources	deliberately.	Rather	than	spiraling	into	despair	after	an	anxiety	reflex,	you	can	pause	to	reevaluate	information	and	your	own	understanding	of	the	situationa
skill	sometimes	referred	to	as	cognitive	control.	In	the	context	of	forgiveness,	this	system	supports	fulfilling	our	personal	needs	for	well-being	and	belonging,	and	reframing	past	harmful	experiences	in	ways	that	foster	learning	and	growth.	For	example,	when	your	distress	about	a	past	harm	flares	up,	this	system	helps	you	take	a	deep,	slow	breath,
then	intentionally	reflect	on	the	comfort	and	community	of	support	you	presently	have,	and	then	choose	to	do	something	that	is	restorative	and	meaningfullike	call	a	loved	one,	connect	with	nature,	listen	to	a	favorite	song,	or	do	something	playful	or	creative.	3.	Making	social	decisions	The	third	system	that	plays	a	role	in	forgiving,	in	concert	with	the
empathy	and	perspective	taking	and	cognitive	control	systems,	helps	you	make	decisions	and	prioritize	between	various	behavioral	options	in	a	social	situation	(e.g.,	should	I	aggressively	sneer	and	stonewall,	or	seek	out	a	trusted	friend	to	laugh	with?).	The	orbital	frontal	cortex	(OFC)	and	ventral	medial	prefrontal	cortex	(vmPFC)	play	a	central	role	in
computing	and	signaling	the	value	or	relevance	of	social	choices	to	our	own	core	goals.	In	the	context	of	forgiveness,	these	regions	contribute	to	our	decision	to	let	go	of,	or	divert	mental	processing	resources	away	from,	the	immediate	draw	of	anger	and	hostilityand,	instead,	direct	our	energy	to	supporting	goal-aligned	behaviors,	like	doing	things
that	contribute	to	our	own	well-being.	This	system	helps	you	invest	in	finding	relief	(e.g.,	self-compassion)	and	taking	action	to	change	things	for	the	better	rather	than	harboring	persistent	and	emotionally	toxic	hostility	inside	for	someone	elses	past	actions.	In	research-based	forgiveness	practices,	simply	making	the	decision	to	forgive	(when	youre
ready)	is	one	of	the	initial	steps	in	the	process.	The	path	we	take	when	we	believe	that	another	person	has	harmed	us	activates	different	regions	and	processes	in	the	brain	that,	because	they	play	a	role	in	other	life	situations,	impact	our	mental	and	physical	health.	Forgiving	activates	brain	systems	that	also	equip	us	to	empathize,	take	other	peoples
perspectives,	cope	with	difficult	emotional	experiences,	and	stay	tuned	in	to	and	act	in	accordance	with	core	values	and	goals.	By	strengthening	these	capacities,	practicing	forgiveness	can	help	us	improve	well-being	in	the	vast	and	diverse	array	of	social	and	emotional	moments	that	make	up	our	lives,	and	in	a	lasting	way.	Scroll	To	Top	Psychologists
generally	define	forgiveness	as	a	conscious,	deliberate	decision	to	release	feelings	of	resentment	or	vengeance	toward	a	person	or	group	who	has	harmed	you,	regardless	of	whether	they	actually	deserve	your	forgiveness.	Just	as	important	as	defining	what	forgiveness	is,	though,	is	understanding	what	forgiveness	is	not.	Experts	who	study	or	teach
forgiveness	make	clear	that	when	you	forgive,	you	do	not	gloss	over	or	deny	the	seriousness	of	an	offense	against	you.	Forgiveness	does	not	mean	forgetting,	nor	does	it	mean	condoning	or	excusing	offenses.	Though	forgiveness	can	help	repair	a	damaged	relationship,	it	doesnt	obligate	you	to	reconcile	with	the	person	who	harmed	you,	or	release
them	from	legal	accountability.	Instead,	forgiveness	brings	the	forgiver	peace	of	mind	and	frees	him	or	her	from	corrosive	anger.	While	there	is	some	debate	over	whether	true	forgiveness	requires	positive	feelings	toward	the	offender,	experts	agree	that	it	at	least	involves	letting	go	of	deeply	held	negative	feelings.	In	that	way,	it	empowers	you	to
recognize	the	pain	you	suffered	without	letting	that	pain	define	you,	enabling	you	to	heal	and	move	on	with	your	life.	While	early	research	focused	on	forgiveness	of	others	by	individuals,	new	areas	of	research	are	starting	to	examine	the	benefits	of	group	forgiveness	and	self-forgiveness.	For	More:	Read	forgiveness	expert	Fred	Luskins	essay,	What	Is
Forgiveness?,	and	Jack	Kornfields	thoughts	on	what	forgiveness	means.	Learn	more	about	forgiveness	research	in	this	summary	of	key	studies	and	recent	white	paper,	and	consider:	Is	anything	unforgiveable?	We	often	think	of	forgiveness	as	a	kind,	magnanimous	actan	act	of	mercy	or	compassion	extended	to	someone	who	wronged	us.	While	that	can
be	true,	research	over	the	past	few	decades	has	revealed	enormous	personal	benefits	to	forgiveness	as	well.	According	to	that	research,	here	are	some	of	the	most	compelling	ways	forgiveness	is	good	for	us,	our	relationships,	and	our	communities.Forgiveness	makes	us	happier:	Research	suggests	not	only	that	happy	people	are	more	likely	to	forgive
but	that	forgiving	others	can	make	people	feel	happy,	especially	when	they	forgive	someone	to	whom	they	feel	close.Forgiveness	protects	our	mental	health:	People	who	receive	therapy	designed	to	foster	forgiveness	experience	greater	improvements	in	depression,	anxiety,	and	hope	than	those	who	dont.	Forgiveness	may	also	play	a	role	in	preventing
suicide.Forgiveness	improves	our	health:	When	we	dwell	on	grudges,	our	blood	pressure	and	heart	rate	spikesigns	of	stress	which	damage	the	body;	when	we	forgive,	our	stress	levels	drop,	and	people	who	are	more	forgiving	are	protected	from	the	negative	health	effects	of	stress.	Studies	also	suggest	that	holding	grudges	might	compromise	our
immune	system,	making	us	less	resistant	to	illness.Forgiveness	sustains	relationships:	When	our	friends	inevitably	hurt	or	disappoint	us,	holding	a	grudge	makes	us	less	likely	to	sacrifice	or	cooperate	with	them,	which	undermines	feelings	of	trust	and	commitment,	driving	us	further	apart.	Studies	suggest	that	forgiveness	can	stop	this	downward
spiral	and	repair	our	relationship	before	it	dissolves.Forgiveness	is	good	for	marriages	(most	of	the	time):	Spouses	who	are	more	forgiving	and	less	vindictive	are	better	at	resolving	conflicts	effectively	in	their	marriage.	A	long-term	study	of	newlyweds	found	that	more	forgiving	spouses	had	stronger,	more	satisfying	relationships.	However,	when	more
forgiving	spouses	were	frequently	mistreated	by	their	husband	or	wife,	they	became	less	satisfied	with	their	marriage.Forgiveness	boosts	kindness	and	connectedness:	People	who	feel	forgiving	dont	only	feel	more	positive	toward	someone	who	hurt	them.	They	are	also	more	likely	to	want	to	volunteer	and	donate	money	to	charity,	and	they	feel	more
connected	to	other	people	in	general.Forgiveness	can	help	heal	the	wounds	of	war:	A	research-based	forgiveness	training	program	in	Rwanda,	for	instance,	was	linked	to	reduced	trauma	and	more	positive	attitudes	between	the	Hutus	and	Tutsis	there.	A	study	of	people	who	learned	forgiveness	skills	in	war-torn	Sierra	Leone	found	that	they	reported
feeling	less	depressed,	more	grateful,	more	satisfied	with	life,	and	less	stressed	afterward.Perhaps	most	famously,	South	Africas	Truth	and	Reconciliation	Commission	is	widely	credited	with	encouraging	forgiveness	and	reconciliation	after	the	end	of	apartheid	in	that	country.	Archbishop	Desmond	Tutu,	the	commissions	chairman,	has	argued	that
forgiveness	is	the	path	to	true	enduring	peace.Forgiveness	is	good	for	kids	and	teens:	Kids	who	are	more	forgiving	toward	their	friends	have	higher	well-being.	Forgiveness	training	can	help	adolescent	girls	who	are	bullies	and	bullied	decrease	their	anger,	aggression,	and	delinquency,	while	increasing	their	empathy	and	improving	their
grades.Forgiveness	is	good	for	workplaces:	Employees	who	are	more	forgiving	are	also	more	productive	and	take	fewer	days	off,	partly	thanks	to	reduced	stress	around	their	relationships.	People	who	practice	self-forgiveness	tend	to	have	better	physical	and	mental	health.	Forgiving	ourselves	may	also	improve	our	relationships.	For	More:	Learn	more
about	the	benefits	of	forgiveness	in	researcher	Everett	Worthingtons	article,	The	New	Science	of	Forgiveness,	and	in	Archbishop	Desmond	Tutus	essay,	Forgiveness	+	Reconciliation.	According	to	Robert	Enright,	Fred	Luskin,	and	other	experts,	forgiveness	isnt	just	for	the	deeply	magnanimous	among	us;	its	both	a	choice	and	a	trainable	skill	that
almost	anyone	can	learn.	Fortunately,	research	suggests	that	the	capacity	for	forgiveness	is	an	intrinsic	part	of	human	nature.	Here	are	some	research-based	strategies	for	tapping	into	that	capacity,	whether	youre	trying	to	forgive	others,	forgive	yourself,	or	seek	forgiveness	from	someone	else.View	forgiveness	as	something	for	you,	not	a	gift	to
someone	else:	In	his	Nine	Steps	to	Forgiveness	program,	Fred	Luskin	emphasizes	that	forgiveness	is	best	seen	as	something	that	will	bring	you	peace,	closure,	and	reduce	your	sufferinga	point	echoed	by	Jack	Kornfield	in	this	video.	Articulate	your	emotions:	If	you	want	to	forgive	or	be	forgiven,	be	willing	to	express	how	youre	feeling	to	others	and	to
yourself.	Ruminating	on	negative	feelings	is	both	unhealthy	and	unproductive.	This	is	an	important	lesson	to	teach	kids	as	well.	Look	for	the	silver	lining:	This	can	be	a	controversial	tip,	but	research	suggests	that	after	someone	hurts	you,	you	can	forgive	more	easily	by	reflecting	on	the	personal	benefits	you	may	have	gained	through	the	transgression.
Writing	about	those	benefits	might	be	especially	helpful.	Make	an	effective	apology:	If	youre	seeking	forgiveness	from	others,	studies	suggest	that	apologizing	will	helpbut	weak	apologies	might	only	make	things	worse.	Researcher	Aaron	Lazare	has	studied	apologies	for	years,	concluding	that	an	effective	apology	has	four	parts:	It	acknowledges	the
offense,	offers	an	explanation	for	the	offense,	expresses	remorse	or	shame,	and	involves	a	reparation	of	some	kind.	Cultivate	empathy:	When	someone	has	been	hurt,	theyll	be	more	likely	to	forgiveand	less	likely	to	retaliateif	they	can	sense	or	imagine	the	distress	or	remorse	felt	by	the	person	who	hurt	them.	This	might	explain	why	apologies	foster
forgiveness.	Practice	mindfulness:	Training	in	mindfulness	can	help	college	students	become	more	forgiving,	perhaps	because	awareness	of	painful	feelings	is	part	of	the	process	of	forgiveness.	More	mindful	people	are	also	more	forgiving	of	betrayal.	Humanize	the	Other	through	contact:	Research	in	Northern	Ireland	found	that	people	on	both	sides
of	the	violence	there	were	more	likely	to	forgive	if	they	came	into	contact	with	someone	from	the	other	side,	perhaps	because	it	reduced	feelings	of	anger	and	encouraged	them	to	see	the	others	humanity.	Dont	let	yourself	off	too	easy:	Research	suggests	that	forgiving	yourself	for	mistakes	can	sometimes	reduce	your	empathy	for	others	and	your
motivation	to	make	amends.	For	a	more	healthy	way	to	forgive	yourself,	read	these	research-based	steps,	which	include	empathizing	with	your	victim	and	honestly	reflecting	on	what	you	did	wrong,	or	follow	this	process	recommended	by	Rick	Hanson.	Seek	peace,	not	justice:	In	his	forgiveness	program,	Robert	Enright	emphasizes	that	forgiveness	is
separate	from	justice.	The	people	who	hurt	you	may	never	get	their	just	desserts,	but	that	shouldnt	prevent	you	from	moving	on	with	your	life.	Understand	that	forgiveness	is	a	process:	True	forgiveness	doesnt	happen	in	an	instant;	instead,	it	takes	time	and	energy	to	achieve,	and	might	not	come	easily.	Overcome	barriers	to	forgiveness:	Research
reveals	some	common	fears	and	concerns	to	address	if	we	are	resistant	to	forgiving.	Foster	a	forgiving	school:	Build	a	school	climate	of	care	and	fairness	in	order	to	facilitate	forgiveness	among	teachers	and	staff.	Raise	forgiving	kids:	Parents	can	help	kids	learn	forgiveness	by	modeling	it	themselves,	and	allowing	kids	to	move	through	the	process	of
forgiveness	at	their	own	pace.	For	more:	Leading	forgiveness	researchers	have	also	developed	their	own	evidence-based	programs	to	foster	forgiveness,	including	the	following.Luskins	Nine	Steps	to	Forgiveness,	which	involve	a	mix	of	cognitive	and	meditative	strategies,	from	articulating	your	grievance	to	shifting	your	expectations	from	life	to
revising	the	way	you	look	at	your	past.Robert	Enrights	Forgiveness	Process	Model,	which	consists	of	20	steps	divided	into	four	phases:	the	Uncovering	Phase,	where	one	becomes	aware	of	the	true	emotional	stress	he	has	suffered;	the	Decision	Phase,	where	one	commits	to	forgiving	rather	than	continuing	to	focus	exclusively	on	his	suffering;	the
Work	Phase,	where	one	comes	to	acceptbut	not	condonethe	pain	he	has	suffered,	no	matter	how	undeserved;	and	finally	the	Outcome/Deepening	Phase,	where	one	recognizes	the	relief	and	meaning	he	is	gaining	from	forgiveness.	Read	Enrights	tips	for	moving	through	this	process.Everett	Worthingtons	REACH	method	for	forgiveness,	which	involves
five	steps:	Recall	the	hurt,	Empathize	with	the	person	who	hurt	you,	offer	an	Altruistic	gift	of	forgiveness,	Commit	to	forgive	(ideally	publicly),	and	Hold	onto	that	forgiveness.	Years	ago	at	a	forgiveness	class	for	Stanford	Continuing	Studies,	one	of	us	met	a	man	who	once	had	a	wife	and	two	children	and	a	good	job.	But	he	threw	it	all	away	because	of	a
gambling	addiction	that	brought	his	family	to	bankruptcy.	He	regularly	lied	to	his	wife	about	where	he	was	going	as	he	took	trip	after	trip	to	Las	Vegas	and	the	racetracks.	This	deception	continued	over	the	course	of	several	years	as	he	built	up	the	debt	that	eventually	crushed	him	and	lost	him	his	job	and	his	family.	We	might	ask	what	kind	of	life	is
possible	for	someone	after	such	self-destructive	behavior.	How	can	he	move	ahead	knowing	the	harm	he	caused?	He	cannot	reclaim	the	family	he	lost	nor	end	the	financial	difficulty	they	all	face.	And	so,	we	ask,	how	does	he	forgive	himself?	If	you	were	in	his	shoes,	how	might	you	move	on?	The	gambler	may	wallow	in	remorse,	self-hatred,	and	regret
for	years	to	come.	Unfortunately,	at	the	end	of	the	day,	the	remorse,	regret,	self-hatred,	and	whatever	other	bad	feelings	he	experiences	will	not	help	him	or	make	his	family	whole.	The	bottom	line	is	we	cannot	change	the	past,	no	matter	how	great	our	suffering	or	self-hatred.	After	he	feels	appropriate	guilt	and	remorse,	might	it	be	possible	for	him,
with	sufficient	reflection,	amends,	and	reparations,	to	chart	a	new	course	in	his	life?	In	our	experience	as	a	forgiveness	researcher	and	a	former	Episcopal	priest,	we	know	that	even	in	the	face	of	such	personal	failing,	there	can	be	a	path	to	forgiving	oneself.	Self-forgiveness	is	a	form	of	emotional	healing	that	allows	us	to	move	from	despair	and	self-
attack	to	acceptance	and	peace,	without	letting	ourselves	off	the	hook.	There	is	a	path	of	forgiveness	available	to	that	unfortunate	gambler,	and	that	path	can	be	available	to	you.	Our	decades	of	work	with	tens	of	thousands	of	people	suggests	that	following	these	12	steps	will	help	you	make	peace	with	your	actions,	respond	appropriately	to	make
amends,	and	redirect	you	to	a	healthier	future.	We	suggest	starting	with	a	past	action	that	is	giving	you	some	discomfort,	but	not	something	that	is	crippling	or	giving	you	extreme	distress,	until	you	have	more	practice	with	this	process.	1.	Categorize	the	event	We	all	make	mistakessome	large,	some	small.	Here	are	four	categories	of	offense	that	can
be	helped	by	self-forgiveness:You	fail	at	an	important	life	or	developmental	task,	such	as	bankruptcy	or	flunking	out	of	school.	Your	wrong	or	unskillful	actions	harm	you	or	someone	else.	You	greatly	hurt	yourself	by	patterns	of	decisions	or	actions,	such	as	misusing	substances	or	regularly	taking	unnecessary	risks.	You	did	not	do	something	you	knew
you	should,	such	as	help	a	suffering	family	member	or	put	money	away	for	your	childs	college	education.	Categorizing	the	offense	begins	the	forgiveness	process.	It	allows	you	to	break	down	what	you	did	into	a	category,	get	a	little	distance,	and	begin	the	process	of	healing.	2.	Be	clear	about	what	you	did	As	you	identify	a	mistake	you	made	that	has
been	troubling	you,	take	a	few	deep	breaths	and	write	down	any	thoughts	and	emotions	that	come	up	for	you	now.	While	being	gentle	with	yourself,	clearly	articulate	the	specific	wrong	you	committed	and	who	it	may	have	harmed.	You	need	to	know	what	you	are	forgiving	yourself	for.	If	you	feel	comfortable	doing	so,	share	your	work	in	these	steps
with	a	friend.	Or	write	a	note	to	someone	about	it;	you	can	choose	whether	or	not	to	share	it	with	that	person.	It	is	common	that	we	think	we	are	alone	and	unique	in	our	suffering.	Sharing	can	remind	us	that	everyone	makes	mistakes.	Confessing	what	you	have	done	also	prevents	you	from	slipping	into	denial,	suppression,	repression,	and	forgetting.
3.	Understand	what	you	want	You	may	not	necessarily	want	to	reconcile	with	the	person	you	hurt.	Maybe	you	just	want	to	get	rid	of	the	shame,	release	the	blame,	and	feel	calm	and	whole	at	your	center.	When	choosing	self-forgiveness,	many	people	say	that	they	want	to	accept	their	mistakes,	relieve	their	suffering,	and	get	rid	of	the	shame	they	feel.
A	reminder:	Remorse	over	past	behavior	is	not	a	bad	thing.	When	you	feel	remorse,	you	are	often	seeing	your	behavior	and	its	consequences	clearly.	And	through	remorse,	when	you	are	able	to	make	amends,	it	can	bring	balance	and	clarity.	4.	Focus	on	the	present	Realize	that	the	hurt	feelings,	guilty	thoughts,	and	tense	muscles	you	feel	whenever
you	think	of	your	offense	are	what	are	actually	making	you	suffer	nownot	what	you	did	in	the	past.	It	is	your	reaction	to	it	today	that	is	what	you	are	struggling	with.	Consider:	How	do	you	feel	right	now	about	the	offense?	What	are	you	thinking?	How	are	you	behaving?	Ask	yourself:	Are	my	present	responses	to	the	offense	helpful?	If	not,	what	can	I
do	now	to	relieve	myself	of	my	self-condemnation?	5.	End	self-attack	The	key	to	the	practice	of	self-forgiveness	is	releasing	self-attackdealing	too	harshly	with	ourselves	even	if	we	have	failed	or	hurt	someone.	A	limited	self-attack	can	be	helpful	at	first	to	clarify	what	we	did	wrong,	and	then	to	remind	us	not	to	do	it	again.	Dwelling	on	self-attack	is
often	called	remorse.	You	can	tell	that	long-term	self-attack	is	happening	if	you	are	experiencing	excessive	shame	and	guilt.	It	may	help	to	note	the	difference	between	guilt	and	shame:	Someone	who	is	feeling	guilt	might	say,	I	did	something	bad.	Someone	who	is	feeling	shame	might	say,	I	am	bad.	While	guilt	can	be	a	helpful	emotion	that	connects	us
to	our	moral	compass	and	helps	us	make	amends	when	we	make	mistakes,	shame	can	be	a	toxic	emotion.	Shame	is	linked	with	addiction,	depression,	violence,	bullying,	suicide,	and	eating	disorders,	while	remorse	and	guilt	are	not.	6.	Own	your	unrealistic	expectations	Most	of	us	have	a	set	of	unconscious	rules	hovering	in	the	back	of	our	minds	about
how	we	expect	ourselves	to	behave.	These	rules	are	demands	or	expectations	that	you	do	not	control;	for	example,	past	behavior	that	you	now	think	should	have	been	different,	or	the	belief	that	you	must	be	a	certain	way.	But	those	rules,	many	of	which	we	picked	up	in	childhood,	are	not	always	realistic.	For	example,	I	might	believe	I	have	to	be
financially	successful	to	feel	good	about	myself,	or	I	should	have	known	better	than	to	marry	my	first	wife.	Remember,	it	is	the	unrealistic	aspect	of	your	rules	that	is	a	significant	part	of	why	you	struggle	to	forgive	yourself.	7.	Hit	the	stop	button	Replaying	what	you	did	over	and	over	again	in	your	head	is	not	going	to	help	you	or	the	person	you	hurt.	It
just	makes	you	feel	bad	and	contributes	nothing	in	terms	of	amends	or	apologies.	So,	every	time	you	catch	yourself	ruminating	on	your	mistakes,	take	a	slow	and	deep	breath	into	your	belly,	release	it,	and	immediately	shift	your	attention	by	looking	away,	moving	your	body,	stepping	away,	repeating	an	affirmation	aloud,	or	visualizing	your	negative
thought	floating	away	in	a	bubble.	8.	Apologize	When	you	cannot	forgive	yourself	because	of	something	you	did	that	harmed	someone	else,	either	by	omission	or	commission,	you	have	some	work	to	do.	Sometimes	all	it	takes	is	a	sincere	apology	to	make	things	right.	Apologies	are	most	effective	if	made	in	person,	but	if	that	is	not	possible,	consider
writing	a	letter	or	an	email.	Sincere	apologies	include	four	key	steps:You	admit	something	you	did	was	wrong.You	acknowledge	that	your	wrong	caused	them	pain,	and	that	their	pain	is	legitimate.	You	apologize	for	the	wrong	and	the	pain	it	caused.	You	offer	a	sincere	effort	to	not	do	the	wrong	again.	9.	Make	it	right	To	make	amends,	look	for	a	way	to
be	kind	to	those	you	have	hurt.	If	you	spent	half	the	familys	monthly	food	budget	on	gambling,	make	it	up	to	them	by	turning	out	the	tastiest	meals	ever	cooked	on	a	shoestring	budget.	Did	you	not	get	to	your	daughters	championship	basketball	game	until	the	second	half?	Make	it	right	by	volunteering	to	be	next	years	assistant	coach.	Even	if	the
person	you	hurt	is	dead	or	otherwise	absent	from	your	life,	you	can	still	make	amends	by	providing	kindness	to	someone	else.	This	is	often	called	paying	it	forward.	Think	you	were	a	bad	parent?	You	cannot	go	back	and	change	things	now,	but	you	can	go	out	of	your	way	to	be	an	outstanding	grandparent.	Or	maybe	consider	joining	a	Big	Brothers	or
Big	Sisters	organization	to	serve	as	a	mentor	and	provide	some	guidance	and	companionship	to	someone	elses	child.	10.	Shift	your	attention	to	the	good	Now	that	you	have	honestly	categorized	the	offense,	and	recognized	your	need	to	apologize	and	make	amends,	try	this	practice	to	solidify	the	self-forgiveness:	Take	some	deep	breaths	and	remember
someone	you	love.	Bring	that	persons	image	to	your	mind	and	feel	the	resulting	goodness	in	the	area	around	your	heart.	Ask	yourself:	Is	it	time	to	let	the	bad	feelings	about	myself	go?	If	your	answer	is	yes,	visualize	yourself	holding	the	bad	feelings	in	your	hand,	like	a	stone,	and	then	letting	them	go.	Continue	deep	belly	breathing	and	try	to	picture
the	clean	conscience	that	came	about	from	your	apology	and	amends.	Bring	to	mind	how	much	you,	like	everyone	else,	deserve	to	be	freed	when	you	have	felt	remorse,	made	an	apology,	stopped	the	bad	behavior,	and	made	amends.	You	have	paid	your	dues	and	can	let	it	go.	Now	ask	your	open	heart	for	any	other	advice	it	might	offer	regarding	letting
go	or	making	something	right.	Remember,	this	loving	part	of	you	offers	you	guidance	that	is	without	self-blame	and	negativity	and	full	of	acceptance	and	peace.	Take	another	deep	breath.	11.	Put	yourself	in	perspective	Remember	that	you,	like	everyone	else,	have	good	and	bad	qualities.	You	are	flawed	and	make	mistakes	and	hurt	people.	Most	self-
forgiveness	is	about	your	wrong.	But	along	with	remorse,	apology,	and	amends,	you	need	to	be	realistic	about	your	failures	and	how	they	fit	into	your	identity	overall.	For	example,	what	kind	deeds	have	you	done	lately,	such	as	helping	a	friend	or	family	member	during	a	time	of	need?	What	are	some	good	qualities	you	possess,	and	how	do	they
manifest?	12.	Identify	your	positive	intention	This	is	the	final	step	of	self-forgiveness.	Change	your	story	and	create	one	that	looks	forward,	not	backward.	Put	your	energy	into	looking	for	new	ways	to	achieve	your	positive	goals,	rather	than	replaying	your	mistakes	and	failures.	What	positive	goal	of	yours	was	delayed	by	the	offense?	How	can	you
recommit	to	that	goal?	What	story	can	you	tell	that	includes	the	offense	but	does	not	center	on	it?	For	example,	the	gambler	referenced	above	used	his	addiction	as	the	background	for	his	story	of	reclaiming	his	life,	supporting	his	children,	and	repaying	his	debts.	He	used	his	positive	intention	to	explain	how	his	addiction	forced	him	to	examine	some
bad	habits	that	he	had	to	deal	with	before	he	was	capable	of	living	a	successful	life.	As	we	realign	with	our	positive	intentions,	we	reverse	the	toxic	emotional	process	of	self-attack.	When	we	feel	stuck	in	a	story	of	regret	or	failure,	we	cannot	help	but	feel	bad	about	ourselves.	The	positive	intention	brings	us	back	to	our	goodness,	connecting	to	our
amends	and	letting	go	and	shrinking	the	self-attack	and	draining	it	of	its	poison.	Positive	intention	frees	us	from	toxic	shame	in	which	we	are	helpless	and	miserable,	while	at	the	same	time	allowing	healthy	remorsea	prick	to	your	conscience	to	inspire	you	to	make	amends	for	mistakes	made.	The	bottom	line	is	this:	We	cannot	change	the	past,	but
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to	beat	your	head	against	the	procrastination	wall,	how	about	trying	something	new?	We	all	use	the	word	forgiveness.	Yet,	what	if	I	told	you	that	a	research	study	found	that	a	majority	of	people	who	were	asked	what	forgiveness	is	actually	misunderstood	it?	When	Plato	began	his	dialogues	based	on	Socratess	wisdom,	he	often	started	with	the
question,	What	is	it?	What	does	the	concept	at	the	heart	of	this	dialogue	actually	mean?	Aquinas,	the	medieval	philosopher,	famously	stated	that	a	minor	mistake	at	the	start	of	an	inquiry	can	result	in	significant	errors	by	the	conclusion.	When	you	face	harm	or	mistreatment,	or	youre	ever	in	a	situation	to	consider	forgiveness,	its	crucial	to	understand
what	it	truly	involves	so	you	can	find	the	right	path	forward.	Eight	definitions	of	forgiveness	In	a	recent	paper,	my	colleagues	and	I	used	an	Aristotelian	template	to	examine	definitions	of	forgiveness	that	have	appeared	in	peer-reviewed	academic	journals	from	2013	to	2023.	We	identified	eight	different	definitions,	which	we	describe	below.	1.
Forgiveness	as	either	a	decision	or	an	emotion.	In	this	view,	people	who	engage	in	thinking	only	(I	have	made	a	decision	to	forgive)	have	supposedly	completed	the	forgiveness	journey.	In	contrast,	other	people	who	feel	forgiving	(I	no	longer	hate	the	person)	are	equally	seen	as	forgiving.	2.	Forgiveness	as	centered	only	on	regulating	emotions.	In	this
case,	forgiveness	is	defined	by	reducing	in	anger	or	increasing	in	compassion	toward	the	one	who	offended.	How	we	think	about	or	behave	toward	that	person	is	not	part	of	forgiving.	3.	Forgiveness	as	reducing	only	in	negative	reactions	(whether	that	is	emotions,	thoughts,	behaviors,	or	any	combination	of	these).	In	other	words,	positive	feelings	of
empathy,	compassion,	or	concern	for	the	one	who	offended	are	not	part	of	what	constitutes	forgiving.	4.	Forgiveness	as	either	a	state	or	a	trait.	A	state	of	forgiveness	means	we	currently	have	forgiving	feelings,	thoughts,	and	behaviors	toward	an	offending	person.	On	the	other	hand,	having	the	trait	of	forgiveness	means	that,	over	the	long	term,	we
are	generally	forgiving	in	our	emotions,	thinking,	and	behavior	toward	people.	The	current	state	and	the	established	trait	of	forgiveness	are	viewed	as	distinct,	separate	from	one	another.	5.	Forgiveness	as	motivational	aspects	only.	Motivation	is	the	internal	desire	to	achieve	a	particular	goal.	This	view	considers	the	desire	to	forgive	as	actual
forgiveness	itself.	6.	Forgiving	situations,	such	as	tornadoes,	that	are	outside	of	human	control.	7.	Other	related	experiences.	This,	for	example,	includes	giving	people	the	benefit	of	the	doubt	or	tolerating	injustices.	8.	Comprehensive	forgiveness.	Forgiveness	here	is	seen	as	decreases	in	negative	emotions,	thoughts,	and	behaviors	and	improvements
in	positive	emotions,	thoughts,	and	behaviors	toward	those	who	acted	unfairly.	This	approach	considers	the	interplay	among	decisions	and	emotions,	as	well	as	actions,	toward	the	offending	person.	It	includes	both	ceasing	negative	and	cultivating	positive	feelings,	thoughts,	and	behaviors.	At	the	same	time,	it	doesnt	mean	excusing	injustices	or
necessarily	reconciling	with	the	offending	person.	To	me,	as	an	academic	who	has	spent	the	past	40	years	studying	and	researching	forgiveness,	this	last	category	comes	closest	to	the	true	definition	of	forgiveness.	Many	of	these	definitions	are	too	narrow,	including	only	a	small	part	of	the	full	experience	of	forgiveness,	which	unfolds	in	the	context	of
a	human	relationship	and	can	be	cultivated	over	time	through	practices	that	become	habits.	Forgiveness	as	loving	the	other	If	forgiveness	involves	ceasing	hostility	and	softening	the	heart	toward	an	offending	person,	then	it	possesses	the	characteristics	of	a	moral	virtue.	Why?	A	moral	virtue,	whether	it	is	justice,	patience,	kindness,	or	love,	gives
goodness	of	some	kind	to	other	people.	Even	if	the	forgiver	pays	no	attention	to	the	one	who	offended,	the	latter	person	indeed	may	benefit:	This	person	no	longer	is	the	recipient	of	possible	verbal	or	behavioral	disrespect,	or	even	subtle	forms	of	not	acknowledging	this	persons	inherent	worth.	Following	the	lead	of	Aristotlewho	sought	to	understand
the	Essence	of	a	concept,	meaning	its	highest	possible	levelwe	can	ask:	What	is	the	highest	form	of	this	goodness	given	in	forgiveness?	Is	it	respect,	for	example,	or	is	it	another	moral	quality,	such	as	love,	higher	than	respect?	In	showing	respect,	a	person	can	do	so	from	a	distance,	in	a	restrained	way.	Love,	particularly	agape	love,	or	loving	others
when	it	is	difficult	and	even	painful	to	do	so,	is	the	higher	virtue.	So	what	would	forgiveness	look	like	at	its	highest	level,	giving	love	to	the	offender?	The	forgiver	would	enter	into	the	others	life	and	give	this	person	aid	even	when	it	is	challenging.	Even	if	reconciliation	is	not	possible,	the	forgiver	might	consider	offering	a	kind	word	about	the	person
to	others,	or	donating	a	sum	of	money	to	a	charity	in	the	others	name.	When	we	forgive,	we	willingly	decide	to	offer	this	love	(in	our	thinking),	and	we	do	so	from	the	heart	(in	terms	of	our	emotion)	and	in	our	behavior.	Buddhist	teacher	Jack	Kornfield	seems	to	admit	this	when	he	refers	to	forgiving	as	including	a	loving	heart.	Forgiveness,	then,	is	to
willingly	offer	goodness	toward	those	who	have	been	unfair	to	us	by	reducing	negative	thoughts,	feelings,	and	behaviors	and	then	offering	positive	thoughts,	feelings,	and	behaviors	toward	them,	with	the	highest	form	being	agape	love.	Kornfield	is	aware	of	this	holistic	integration	of	forgiveness	when	he	says,	Its	work	of	the	emotions.	Its	work	of	the
mind.	And	its	interpersonal	work	done	through	our	relationships.	People	who	have	been	deeply	wounded	by	others	actions	do	not	always	reach	this	level	of	forgiving,	and	that	can	be	OK	and	healthy	in	particular	situations.	As	an	analogy,	if	a	person	is	beginning	a	physical	fitness	program,	and	the	eventual	goal	is	a	marathon,	starting	slowly	with	lesser
exercises	is	not	dishonorable.	Just	as	we	can	grow	in	physical	fitness,	we	can	grow	in	moral	virtues	with	persistent	practice.	And	not	everyone	may	ever	want	or	choose	to	run	a	marathon.	Criticisms	of	forgiveness	With	this	definition	in	mind,	its	easier	to	overcome	some	of	the	hesitations	we	ourselves	may	feel	about	forgivenessor	objections	we	might
hear	from	others.	1.	Forgiveness	is	a	sign	of	moral	weakness	because	forgivers	do	not	stand	up	for	their	rights.	When	another	person	hurts	us,	it	can	upend	our	lives.	This	essay	has	been	adapted	from	8	Keys	to	Forgiveness	(W.	W.	Norton	&	Company,	2015)	Sometimes	the	hurt	is	very	deep,	such	as	when	a	spouse	or	a	parent	betrays	our	trust,	or	when
we	are	victims	of	crime,	or	when	weve	been	harshly	bullied.	Anyone	who	has	suffered	a	grievous	hurt	knows	that	when	our	inner	world	is	badly	disrupted,	its	difficult	to	concentrate	on	anything	other	than	our	turmoil	or	pain.	When	we	hold	on	to	hurt,	we	are	emotionally	and	cognitively	hobbled,	and	our	relationships	suffer.	Forgiveness	is	strong
medicine	for	this.	When	life	hits	us	hard,	there	is	nothing	as	effective	as	forgiveness	for	healing	deep	wounds.	I	would	not	have	spent	the	last	30	years	of	my	life	studying	forgiveness	if	I	were	not	convinced	of	this.	Many	people	have	misconceptions	about	what	forgiveness	really	meansand	they	may	eschew	it.	Others	may	want	to	forgive,	but	wonder
whether	or	not	they	truly	can.	Forgiveness	does	not	necessarily	come	easily;	but	it	is	possible	for	many	of	us	to	achieve,	if	we	have	the	right	tools	and	are	willing	to	put	in	the	effort.	Below	is	an	outline	of	the	basic	steps	involved	in	following	a	path	of	forgiveness,	adapted	from	my	new	book,	8	Keys	to	Forgiveness.	As	you	read	through	these	steps,	think
about	how	you	might	adapt	them	to	your	own	life.	1.	Know	what	forgiveness	is	and	why	it	matters	Forgiveness	is	about	goodness,	about	extending	mercy	to	those	whove	harmed	us,	even	if	they	dont	deserve	it.	It	is	not	about	finding	excuses	for	the	offending	persons	behavior	or	pretending	it	didnt	happen.	Nor	is	there	a	quick	formula	you	can	follow.
Forgiveness	is	a	process	with	many	steps	that	often	proceeds	in	a	non-linear	fashion.	But	its	well	worth	the	effort.	Working	on	forgiveness	can	help	us	increase	our	self-esteem	and	give	us	a	sense	of	inner	strength	and	safety.	It	can	reverse	the	lies	that	we	often	tell	ourselves	when	someone	has	hurt	us	deeplylies	like,	I	am	defeated	or	Im	not	worthy.
Forgiveness	can	heal	us	and	allow	us	to	move	on	in	life	with	meaning	and	purpose.	Forgiveness	matters,	and	we	will	be	its	primary	beneficiary.	Studies	have	shown	that	forgiving	others	produces	strong	psychological	benefits	for	the	one	who	forgives.	It	has	been	shown	to	decrease	depression,	anxiety,	unhealthy	anger,	and	the	symptoms	of	PTSD.	But
we	dont	just	forgive	to	help	ourselves.	Forgiveness	can	lead	to	psychological	healing,	yes;	but,	in	its	essence,	it	is	not	something	about	you	or	done	for	you.	It	is	something	you	extend	toward	another	person,	because	you	recognize,	over	time,	that	it	is	the	best	response	to	the	situation.	2.	Become	forgivingly	fit	To	practice	forgiveness,	it	helps	if	you
have	worked	on	positively	changing	your	inner	world	by	learning	to	be	what	I	call	forgivingly	fit.	Just	as	you	would	start	slowly	with	a	new	physical	exercise	routine,	it	helps	if	you	build	up	your	forgiving	heart	muscles	slowly,	incorporating	regular	workouts	into	your	everyday	life.	You	can	start	becoming	more	fit	by	making	a	commitment	to	do	no
harmin	other	words,	making	a	conscious	effort	not	to	talk	disparagingly	about	those	whove	hurt	you.	You	dont	have	to	say	good	things;	but,	if	you	refrain	from	talking	negatively,	it	will	feed	the	more	forgiving	side	of	your	mind	and	heart.	You	can	also	make	a	practice	of	recognizing	that	every	person	is	unique,	special,	and	irreplaceable.	You	may	come
to	this	through	religious	beliefs	or	a	humanist	philosophy	or	even	through	your	belief	in	evolution.	Its	important	to	cultivate	this	mindset	of	valuing	our	common	humanity,	so	that	it	becomes	harder	to	discount	someone	who	has	harmed	you	as	unworthy.	You	can	show	love	in	small	ways	in	everyday	encounterslike	smiling	at	a	harried	grocery	cashier	or
taking	time	to	listen	to	a	child.	Giving	love	when	its	unnecessary	helps	to	build	the	love	muscle,	making	it	easier	to	show	compassion	toward	everyone.	If	you	practice	small	acts	of	forgiveness	and	mercyextending	care	when	someone	harms	youin	everyday	life,	this	too	will	help.	Perhaps	you	can	refrain	from	honking	when	someone	cuts	you	off	in
traffic,	or	hold	your	tongue	when	your	spouse	snaps	at	you	and	extend	a	hug	instead.	Sometimes	pride	and	power	can	weaken	your	efforts	to	forgive	by	making	you	feel	entitled	and	inflated,	so	that	you	hang	onto	your	resentment	as	a	noble	cause.	Try	to	catch	yourself	when	you	are	acting	from	that	place,	and	choose	forgiveness	or	mercy,	instead.	If
you	need	inspiration,	it	can	help	to	seek	out	stories	of	mercy	in	the	world	by	going	to	the	International	Forgiveness	Institute	website:	www.internationalforgiveness.com.	3.	Address	your	inner	pain	Its	important	to	figure	out	who	has	hurt	you	and	how.	This	may	seem	obvious;	but	not	every	action	that	causes	you	suffering	is	unjust.	For	example,	you
dont	need	to	forgive	your	child	or	your	spouse	for	being	imperfect,	even	if	their	imperfections	are	inconvenient	for	you.	To	become	clearer,	you	can	look	carefully	at	the	people	in	your	lifeyour	parents,	siblings,	peers,	spouse,	coworkers,	children,	and	even	yourselfand	rate	how	much	they	have	hurt	you.	Perhaps	they	have	exercised	power	over	you	or
withheld	love;	or	maybe	they	have	physically	harmed	you.	These	hurts	have	contributed	to	your	inner	pain	and	need	to	be	acknowledged.	Doing	this	will	give	you	an	idea	of	who	needs	forgiveness	in	your	life	and	provide	a	place	to	start.	There	are	many	forms	of	emotional	pain;	but	the	common	forms	are	anxiety,	depression,	unhealthy	anger,	lack	of
trust,	self-loathing	or	low	self-esteem,	an	overall	negative	worldview,	and	a	lack	of	confidence	in	ones	ability	to	change.	All	of	these	harms	can	be	addressed	by	forgiveness;	so	its	important	to	identify	the	kind	of	pain	you	are	suffering	from	and	to	acknowledge	it.	The	more	hurt	you	have	incurred,	the	more	important	it	is	to	forgive,	at	least	for	the
purpose	of	experiencing	emotional	healing.	You	may	be	able	to	do	this	accounting	on	your	own,	or	you	may	need	the	help	of	a	therapist.	However	you	approach	looking	at	your	pain	be	sure	you	do	it	in	an	environment	that	feels	safe	and	supportive.	4.	Develop	a	forgiving	mind	through	empathy	Scientists	have	studied	what	happens	in	the	brain	when
we	think	about	forgiving	and	have	discovered	that,	when	people	successfully	imagine	forgiving	someone	(in	a	hypothetical	situation),	they	show	increased	activity	in	the	neural	circuits	responsible	for	empathy.	This	tells	us	that	empathy	is	connected	to	forgiveness	and	is	an	important	step	in	the	process.	If	you	examine	some	of	the	details	in	the	life	of
the	person	who	harmed	you,	you	can	often	see	more	clearly	what	wounds	he	carries	and	start	to	develop	empathy	for	him.	First,	try	to	imagine	him	as	an	innocent	child,	needing	love	and	support.	Did	he	get	that	from	the	parents?	Research	has	shown	that	if	an	infant	does	not	receive	attention	and	love	from	primary	caregivers,	then	he	will	have	a
weak	attachment,	which	can	damage	trust.	It	may	prevent	him	from	ever	getting	close	to	others	and	set	a	trajectory	of	loneliness	and	conflict	for	the	rest	of	his	life.	You	may	be	able	to	put	an	entire	narrative	together	for	the	person	who	hurt	youfrom	early	child	through	adulthoodor	just	imagine	it	from	what	you	know.	You	may	be	able	to	see	her
physical	frailties	and	psychological	suffering,	and	begin	to	understand	the	common	humanity	that	you	share.	You	may	recognize	her	as	a	vulnerable	person	who	was	wounded	and	wounded	you	in	return.	Despite	what	she	may	have	done	to	hurt	you,	you	realize	that	she	did	not	deserve	to	suffer,	either.	Recognizing	that	we	all	carry	wounds	in	our
hearts	can	help	open	the	door	to	forgiveness.	5.	Find	meaning	in	your	suffering	When	we	suffer	a	great	deal,	it	is	important	that	we	find	meaning	in	what	we	have	endured.	Without	seeing	meaning,	a	person	can	lose	a	sense	of	purpose,	which	can	lead	to	hopelessness	and	a	despairing	conclusion	that	there	is	no	meaning	to	life	itself.	That	doesnt	mean
we	look	for	suffering	in	order	to	grow	or	try	to	find	goodness	in	anothers	bad	actions.	Instead,	we	try	to	see	how	our	suffering	has	changed	us	in	a	positive	way.	Even	as	one	suffers,	its	possible	to	develop	short-term	and	sometimes	long-range	goals	in	life.	Some	people	begin	to	think	about	how	they	can	use	their	suffering	to	cope,	because	theyve
become	more	resilient	or	brave.	They	may	also	realize	that	their	suffering	has	altered	their	perspective	regarding	what	is	important	in	life,	changing	their	long-range	goals	for	themselves.	To	find	meaning	is	not	to	diminish	your	pain	or	to	say,	Ill	just	make	the	best	of	it	or	All	things	happen	for	a	reason.	You	must	always	take	care	to	address	the
woundedness	in	yourself	and	to	recognize	the	injustice	of	the	experience,	or	forgiveness	will	be	shallow.	Still,	there	are	many	ways	to	find	meaning	in	our	suffering.	Some	may	choose	to	focus	more	on	the	beauty	of	the	world	or	decide	to	give	service	to	others	in	need.	Some	may	find	meaning	by	speaking	their	truth	or	by	strengthening	their	inner
resolve.	If	I	were	to	give	one	answer,	it	would	be	that	we	should	use	our	suffering	to	become	more	loving	and	to	pass	that	love	onto	others.	Finding	meaning,	in	and	of	itself,	is	helpful	for	finding	direction	in	forgiveness.	6.	When	forgiveness	is	hard,	call	upon	other	strengths	Forgiveness	is	always	hard	when	we	are	dealing	with	deep	injustices	from
others.	I	have	known	people	who	refuse	to	use	the	word	forgiveness	because	it	just	makes	them	so	angry.	Thats	OKwe	all	have	our	own	timelines	for	when	we	can	be	merciful.	But	if	you	want	to	forgive	and	are	finding	it	hard,	it	might	help	to	call	upon	other	resources.	First	remember	that	if	you	are	struggling	with	forgiveness,	that	doesnt	mean	youre
a	failure	at	forgiveness.	Forgiveness	is	a	process	that	takes	time,	patience,	and	determination.	Try	not	to	be	harsh	on	yourself,	but	be	gentle	and	foster	a	sense	of	quiet	within,	an	inner	acceptance	of	yourself.	Try	to	respond	to	yourself	as	you	would	to	someone	whom	you	love	deeply.	Surround	yourself	with	good	and	wise	people	who	support	you	and
who	have	the	patience	to	allow	you	time	to	heal	in	your	own	way.	Also,	practice	humilitynot	in	the	sense	of	putting	yourself	down,	but	in	realizing	that	we	are	all	capable	of	imperfection	and	suffering.	Try	to	develop	courage	and	patience	in	yourself	to	help	you	in	the	journey.	Also,	if	you	practice	bearing	small	slights	against	you	without	lashing	out,
you	give	a	gift	to	everyonenot	only	to	the	other	person,	but	to	everyone	whom	that	person	may	harm	in	the	future	because	of	your	anger.	You	can	help	end	the	cycle	of	inflicting	pain	on	others.	If	you	are	still	finding	it	hard	to	forgive,	you	can	choose	to	practice	with	someone	who	is	easier	to	forgivemaybe	someone	who	hurt	you	in	a	small	way,	rather
than	deeply.	Alternatively,	it	can	be	better	to	focus	on	forgiving	the	person	who	is	at	the	root	of	your	painmaybe	a	parent	who	was	abusive,	or	a	spouse	who	betrayed	you.	If	this	initial	hurt	impacts	other	parts	of	your	life	and	other	relationships,	it	may	be	necessary	to	start	there.	7.	Forgive	yourself	Most	of	us	tend	to	be	harder	on	ourselves	than	we
are	on	others	and	we	struggle	to	love	ourselves.	If	you	are	not	feeling	lovable	because	of	actions	youve	taken,	you	may	need	to	work	on	self-forgiveness	and	offer	to	yourself	what	you	offer	to	others	who	have	hurt	you:	a	sense	of	inherent	worth,	despite	your	actions.	In	self-forgiveness,	you	honor	yourself	as	a	person,	even	if	you	are	imperfect.	If	youve
broken	your	personal	standards	in	a	serious	way,	there	is	a	danger	of	sliding	into	self-loathing.	When	this	happens,	you	may	not	take	good	care	of	yourselfyou	might	overeat	or	oversleep	or	start	smoking	or	engage	in	other	forms	of	self-punishment.	You	need	to	recognize	this	and	move	toward	self-compassion.	Soften	your	heart	toward	yourself.	After
you	have	been	able	to	self-forgive,	you	will	also	need	to	engage	in	seeking	forgiveness	from	others	whom	youve	harmed	and	right	the	wrongs	as	best	as	you	can.	Its	important	to	be	prepared	for	the	possibility	that	the	other	person	may	not	be	ready	to	forgive	you	and	to	practice	patience	and	humility.	But,	a	sincere	apology,	free	of	conditions	and
expectations,	will	go	a	long	way	toward	your	receiving	forgiveness	in	the	end.	8.	Develop	a	forgiving	heart	When	we	overcome	suffering,	we	gain	a	more	mature	understanding	of	what	it	means	to	be	humble,	courageous,	and	loving	in	the	world.	We	may	be	moved	to	create	an	atmosphere	of	forgiveness	in	our	homes	and	workplaces,	to	help	others
whove	been	harmed	overcome	their	suffering,	or	to	protect	our	communities	from	a	cycle	of	hatred	and	violence.	All	of	these	choices	can	lighten	the	heart	and	bring	joy	to	ones	life.	Some	people	may	believe	that	love	for	another	whos	harmed	you	is	not	possible.	But,	Ive	found	that	many	people	who	forgive	eventually	find	a	way	to	open	their	hearts.	If
you	shed	bitterness	and	put	love	in	its	place,	and	then	repeat	this	with	many,	many	other	people,	you	become	freed	to	love	more	widely	and	deeply.	This	kind	of	transformation	can	create	a	legacy	of	love	that	will	live	on	long	after	youre	gone.	Forgiveness	Articles	&	More	Scroll	To	Top	Forgiveness	is	a	process	that	takes	time,	and	what	that	process
will	look	like	may	be	different	for	each	person.	By	Rebecca	Randall	|	June	2,	2025	One	sibling	steals	the	others	favorite	toy,	or	maybe	they	both	committed	their	share	of	offenses.	Their	parents	want	them	to	apologize	to	each	other.	A	spouse	failed	to	finish	their	part	of	the	chores.	That	can	be	hard	to	let	go	of.	In	more	serious	cases,	perhaps,	a	family
member	betrayed	your	trust.	As	we	interact	with	other	humans,	we	are	bound	to	hurt	one	another,	in	both	small	and	large	ways.	But	its	not	always	easy	to	forgive.	One	of	the	reasons	people	resist	forgiveness	is	because	they	want	justice	for	the	wrongdoing,	says	Charlotte	V.	O.	Witvliet,	a	Hope	College	psychologist	who	studies	forgiveness.	It	turns	out
that	an	impulse	to	withhold	forgiveness	might	in	fact	protect	us	sometimes.	One	study	found	that	forgiving	without	accountability	can	lead	to	repeat	offenses.	In	the	case	of	abuse,	for	example,	the	survivor	may	worry	about	the	offender	abusing	others.	For	less	serious,	more	common	offenses,	the	person	who	hurt	us	may	simply	want	to	apologize	and
move	on	before	we	are	ready.	Anyone	trying	to	helpfrom	mental	health	professionals	to	concerned	family	membersneeds	to	remember	that	forgiveness	can	differ	across	people	and	offenses,	says	Witvliet,	whos	also	a	senior	scholar	for	initiatives	in	whole	person	formation,	mental	health,	and	flourishing	at	Belmont	University.	People	are	at	different
developmental	ages,	offenses	range	in	severity,	everyone	has	unique	personalities	and	capacities,	she	says.	That	means	forgiveness	cannot	be	rushed.	Robert	Enright,	a	psychologist	who	has	prolifically	researched	forgiveness,	thinks	perhaps	people	misunderstand	what	forgiveness	is	when	they	jump	to	resolve	a	grievance	quickly.	There	is	no
forgiveness	pill,	he	says.	You	cant	resolve	having	experienced	a	grave	injustice	with	four	weeks	of	therapy.	Some	people	might	decide	early	after	an	offense	to	set	their	mind	toward	not	retaliating	and	working	toward	forgiveness,	but	its	also	possible	to	seek	justice	and	perhaps	find	forgiveness	along	the	way.	For	those	who	feel	stuck	in	painful
memories	or	patterns	of	abuse,	injustice,	or	mistreatment,	psychologists	propose	some	strategies	to	get	unstuck.	Can	you	just	decide	to	forgive?	One	pathway,	at	least	according	to	some	psychologists,	begins	with	a	simple	choice	to	forgive.	In	2015,	nine	Black	churchgoers	were	gunned	down	by	a	white	supremacist	at	Emanuel	African	Methodist
Episcopal	Church	in	Charleston,	South	Carolina.	Two	days	later	at	the	bond	hearing,	the	reverend,	who	lost	his	wife,	and	several	surviving	families	offered	their	forgiveness	to	the	shooter.	In	another	instance:	In	2006,	10	Amish	girls	attending	school	in	Nickel	Mines,	Pennsylvania,	were	gunned	down	in	a	random	attack	by	a	local	man.	Within	a	day,
the	families	announced	forgiveness	of	the	killer.	In	both	cases,	the	public	struggled	to	understand	how	someone	could	offer	forgiveness	for	such	a	severe	offense.	Perhaps	this	is	because	theres	a	tendency	to	see	forgiveness	as	involving	a	change	of	heart.	But	after	a	murder,	do	you	think	anyone	can	just	snap	their	fingers	and	say,	I	feel	so	many	warm
emotions?	Witvliet	says.	Realistically,	it	might	just	be	a	miracle	that	we	get	to	neutral.	Yet	Witvliet	rejects	the	urge	to	say	that	these	actions	are	not	real	forgiveness.	As	a	psychologist,	she	defines	these	public	declarations	as	decisional	forgivenessan	intention	not	to	be	unforgiving.	Psychologist	Stephanie	Lichtenfeld	and	her	colleagues	found	that	this
can	happen	before	we	actually	feel	forgiving.	In	the	example	of	the	Amish	community	in	Pennsylvania,	leaders	set	constraints	on	members	against	taking	vengeful	actions.	Making	a	decision	to	not	retaliate	can	be	an	exercise	in	forgivenessand	maybe	just	one	of	many	possible	exercises,	says	Witvliet.	There	are	differences	in	how	people	practice
forgiveness,	she	says,	giving	the	example	of	a	tomato.	We	know	what	a	tomato	is,	but	it	might	be	small	like	a	cherry	or	grape,	or	giant	like	an	heirloom.	But	its	still	a	tomato.	There	has	to	be	some	commonality	that	makes	a	tomato	a	tomato.	.	.	Yet	isnt	it	interesting	that	it	can	be	quite	varied	because	of	the	ground	conditions,	the	weather	conditions,
and	how	long	it	has	been	growing?	Forgiveness,	too,	can	vary	so	much,	she	says.	The	quick	decision	to	forgive	may	be	more	or	less	available	to	you	depending	on	your	background	and	beliefs.	Some	religious	groups	have	a	deep	commitment	to	respond	in	a	forgiving	way	in	response	to	unjust	harm.	Sometimes	this	response	comes	quite	soon	because	it
is	a	commitment.	Changes	in	emotional	responses	may	take	much	longer,	especially	after	trauma,	Witvliet	says.	These	different	aspects	or	stages	of	forgiveness	may	relate	to	different	types	of	activity	in	the	brain.	Emiliano	Ricciardi	and	other	researchers	used	magnetic	resonance	imaging	(fMRI)	to	study	what	happens	in	the	brain	when	people	reflect
on	past	wrongs.	After	people	tried	several	strategies	in	a	forgiveness	process,	the	brain	appeared	to	begin	to	regulate	emotions	differently,	reducing	feelings	of	revenge	and	resentment.	If	forgiveness	feels	impossible,	perhaps	our	brain	isnt	there	yet.	Forgiveness	as	a	process	For	his	part,	Enright	is	concerned	with	the	momentary	nature	of	a	decision
and	worries	people	who	have	decided	to	forgive	will	assume	that	the	forgiveness	process	is	over.	In	his	studies,	hes	found	that	decision-based	forgiveness	does	not	show	benefits.	Its	attractive	when	short-term	or	brief	solutions	are	offered,	but	its	not	effective,	says	Enright.	But	a	2018	review	found	that	when	people	participate	in	forgiveness	programs
that	guide	them	through	a	process	over	a	longer	period	of	time,	they	become	less	stressed,	angry,	and	depressed.	That	process	can	be	messy.	In	his	research,	Enright	developed	a	four-phase	model	of	forgiveness,	but	there	is	no	sequential	order	for	the	phasesmultiple	pathways	can	get	you	there.	While	a	decision	to	forgive	is	one	phase,	another	phase
would	examine	your	anger.	On	its	own,	anger	is	not	a	bad	thing.	In	fact,	righteous	anger	can	be	a	good	thing.	When	people	are	angry,	they	are	saying	a	wrong	has	been	done	and	I	know	it.	I	have	a	right	to	be	treated	with	fairness.	I	have	not	been	treated	with	fairness,	and	Im	angry,	says	Enright.	Theyre	behaving	with	another	moral	virtue:	justice.
During	this	part	of	the	process,	we	might	recount	the	wrongdoing	and	notice	other	effects	of	the	injustice	we	had	not	previously	considered,	which	might	make	us	angrier	than	before.	For	example,	if	your	spouse	often	fails	to	pick	up	around	the	house,	the	pattern	of	disregard	can	fester,	especially	as	you	recognize	the	mental	burden	that	this	places
on	you	over	time.	In	the	case	of	the	Charleston	shooting,	it	highlighted	unequal	police	treatment	of	white	offenders	versus	Black	offenders	and	the	social	systems	and	practices	that	teach	young	white	men	that	they	are	superior	to	people	because	of	their	skin	color.	Anger	can	ebb	and	wane.	Theres	a	cyclical	quality	when	a	pain	is	brought	up	again,
and	I	thought	I	had	worked	through	that,	or	the	anniversary	comes	around	and	our	body	remembers	before	we	can	put	language	to	it,	says	Witvliet.	The	process	is	not	linear,	and	we	may	need	to	go	back	to	processing	that	anger	before	we	can	commit	to	not	taking	revenge.	Ideally,	in	Enrights	view,	what	he	calls	the	work	phase	begins	to	move	you
toward	emotional	relief	and	new	meaning	through	forgiving	the	personwhich	in	its	fullness	includes	seeing	their	humanity.	This	includes	thinking	about	the	other	person	in	new	waysif	youre	the	one	feeling	unfairly	bogged	down	with	household	duties,	you	might	start	to	acknowledge	how	your	spouses	personality	and	capacities	do	not	work	the	same
way	yours	do	and	accept	that	hes	not	trying	to	hurt	you.	The	important	part,	for	Enright,	is	that	its	a	process	rather	than	just	a	one-time	decision.	Forgiveness	is	a	virtue	that	needs	to	growand	it	takes	work	to	grow	a	virtue.	Where	is	accountability	in	the	process?	Importantly,	you	can	decide	whether	reconciliation	is	a	right	step	or	notbased	on
whether	the	offender	is	trustworthy	or	safe.	Im	for	the	healthier	boundaries	with	truth	telling	that	takes	accountability	seriously,	says	Witvliet.	Truth	telling	includes	recognizing	not	only	the	impact	of	the	harm	done	to	us	but	the	needs	of	the	person	offending,	the	circumstances	that	help	support	health	for	both	of	us,	and	how	our	responses	can	also
veer	into	mistreatment	of	the	other	person.	Sometimes,	setting	boundaries	is	clearly	needed	for	our	health	or	safety;	other	times,	we	may	just	be	ghosting	the	person	as	a	form	of	retaliation.	And	boundaries	can	be	more	or	less	helpful	for	the	offenders	personal	growth.	Involved	parties	can	also	be	on	different	pages	when	it	comes	to	how
accountability	for	the	transgression	should	look.	Perhaps,	as	the	slighted	spouse,	you	must	stop	picking	up	after	your	slacking	spouse	in	order	to	hold	him	accountable	for	what	he	said	he	would	get	done.	But	your	shifting	view	of	your	partner	as	someone	who	is	complicated	but	not	ill-intentioned	may	help	you	to	let	go	of	some	resentment	and	accept
that	justice	might	simply	mean	that	now	he	completes	dishes	at	10	p.m.	every	night	in	a	rhythm	that	works	better	for	him.	In	more	serious	cases,	where	a	crime	has	been	committed,	forgiveness	does	not	mean	skipping	the	pursuit	of	justice	to	the	full	extent	of	the	law.	Justice	and	forgiveness	can	go	hand	in	hand.	We	need	to	make	sure	people	are	safe.
We	need	to	make	sure	harms	are	halted.	Thats	good	for	people	who	have	been	wronged.	Its	good	for	wrongdoers	to	stop	harming,	and	its	good	for	communities,	says	Witvliet.	Ultimately,	forgiveness	can	be	at	a	distancewithin	our	own	conscience	or	with	God	or	communicated	to	the	offenderand	our	relationship	with	them	does	not	have	to	continue.
Strategies	to	get	unstuck	Psychologists	say	counselors	or	others	who	want	to	help	need	not	mention	that	scary	F-word	at	all	in	order	for	the	one	who	is	hurt	to	begin	processing	the	experience	of	wrongdoing	in	pursuit	of	healing.	We	only	should	be	about	creating	the	possibilities	for	accountable	forgiveness,	says	Witvliet.	Moving	forward	from	a	past
hurt	means	telling	more	of	the	truth,	not	less.	Any	process	that	might	shut	off	or	truncate	the	story	[a	person]	is	tellingincluding	bringing	up	forgivenesscomplicates	the	possibility	of	creating	the	right	conditions	for	healthy	growth.	Still,	that	doesnt	mean	there	is	anything	wrong	with	the	idea	of	forgiveness,	Enright	emphasizes.	Forgiveness	isnt	the
problem.	Its	people	putting	pressure	on	others,	he	says.	Witvliet	and	her	colleagues	have	considered	how	two	different	strategies	can	help	move	people	who	feel	stuck	when	they	are	ruminating	on	an	offense	committed	against	themand	neither	explicitly	say	that	you	have	to	forgive.	People	are	given	the	freedom	to	choose	how	they	respond.	In	both
cases,	if	done	during	a	therapy	session,	you	would	spend	a	couple	minutes	first	thinking	about	the	offense	and	its	consequences	in	your	life.	The	first	one,	called	a	compassionate	reappraisal,	fits	within	Enrights	definition	of	forgiveness	that	envisions	wishing	the	offender	will	find	flourishing.	After	calling	up	your	negative	emotions,	you	are	asked	to
think	of	your	offender	as	a	human	being	in	need	of	their	own	transformation	and	imagine	feelings	of	kindness	toward	them.	Once	again,	Witvliet	emphasizes	that	forgiveness	involves	telling	the	truth	about	the	wrongdoing	and	its	impact:The	forgiving	person	sees	what	kind	of	change	is	needed	in	the	offending	person	and	wants	them	to	experience
positive	change,	so	they	honor	another	persons	possessions	or	body	or	well-being	or	life,	she	says.	The	forgiver	is	wishing:	I	hope	that	they	are	positively	changed	rather	than	continuing	to	hurt	me	or	other	people.	But	if	that	seems	like	a	hard	sell,	Witvliet	also	suggests	an	approach	called	the	benefits	appraisal.	This	approach	reframes	the
transgression	by	focusing	on	your	strengths	or	growth	that	you	experienced	when	facing	the	harm.	Its	acknowledging	the	people	who	have	been	present	in	your	painor	perhaps	Gods	presence.	Maybe	its	a	song	that	was	healing	or	a	practice	like	running.	Its	not	a	you	should	be	grateful	message,	but	another	facet	of	truth	telling.	Most	people	can	find
something	that	was	a	good	in	facing	the	bad,	she	says.	She	thinks	of	virtues	as	connectedso	if	you	start	to	feel	more	gratitude,	it	gives	you	this	foothold.	Either	of	these	approaches	can	move	you	in	the	direction	of	forgiveness,	says	Witvliet.	It	just	depends	on	the	individual	and	what	other	capacities	you	haveif	you	have	low	self-esteem,	the	benefits
appraisal	might	be	difficult.	But	the	compassionate	appraisal	must	deal	with	the	wrong	directly,	so	it	can	also	be	difficult.	Thus,	either	approach	may	take	some	work.	There	may	be	many	pathsincluding	naming	your	intention	not	to	retaliate	out	loud,	distancing	yourself	from	an	aggressor,	being	angry	and	yearning	for	justice,	seeking	accountability	for
the	offenderand,	depending	on	each	persons	capacities,	culture,	and	personalities,	each	step	can	take	time.	Ultimately,	says	Witvliet,	shes	for	whatever	process	leads	to	a	durable	forgiveness.	Greater	Good	wants	to	know:	Do	you	think	this	article	will	influence	your	opinions	or	behavior?	Forgive	and	forget.	This	is	familiar	advice	given	for	anyone	whos
been	wronged	by	someone	else.	It	suggests	that	forgiving	will	help	you	forget	the	harm	thats	been	done	to	you,	allowing	you	to	heal	and	move	on.	But,	as	new	research	suggests,	forgiveness	doesnt	work	like	that.	Instead,	when	we	forgive,	our	memories	are	as	intact	as	those	of	someone	who	hasnt	forgiven,	and	only	our	suffering	in	the	present



changes.	There	are	no	differences	whatsoever	in	those	emotional	and	spatial	aspects	of	our	memory	after	we	forgive,	says	Felipe	De	Brigard,	a	coauthor	of	the	study	and	a	researcher	at	Duke	University	studying	the	role	of	forgiveness	in	peace	processes.	All	the	difference	is	in	the	[feeling]	that	those	memories	bring	about	at	the	time	of	retrieval.
Forgiveness	doesnt	involve	forgetting	In	this	study,	De	Brigard	and	his	colleagues	conducted	a	series	of	experiments	in	which	people	were	asked	to	recall	and	write	about	a	time	when	they	were	harmed	by	another	person.	What	most	people	recalled,	according	to	De	Brigard,	involved	some	kind	of	betrayal,	either	in	their	closest	relationships	or	with
work	colleagues,	sometimes	but	not	always	involving	emotional	or	physical	harm.	After	writing	about	what	they	experienced,	participants	noted	how	morally	wrong	the	transgression	was	(in	their	view)	and	whether	or	not	theyd	forgiven	the	transgressor.	Then,	they	filled	out	a	questionnaire	designed	to	measure	how	much	detail	they	remembered
about	the	event,	including	episodic	characteristics	(such	as	where	it	took	place,	how	vivid	it	was	in	their	minds,	and	sensory	details)	and	emotional	characteristics	(its	emotional	impact	and	the	intensity	of	the	feelings,	as	well	as	how	they	felt	now	recalling	the	event).	The	research	team	then	did	a	series	of	analyses	that	showed	people	who	forgave
were	able	to	recall	details	of	the	event	as	clearly	as	people	who	didnt	forgive,	including	their	emotional	pain	at	the	time.	Yet	those	whod	forgiven	also	felt	less	negative	emotion	in	the	present	recalling	the	memory,	suggesting	that	they	might	have	experienced	some	kind	of	healing	through	forgiveness.	This	surprised	De	Brigard,	who	had	hypothesized
that	peoples	emotional	memories	of	the	harm	might	fade	after	forgiving	someone,	which	would	explain	why	they	felt	better	now.	But	that	wasnt	the	case.	I	thought	that	people	were	going	to	retroactively	remember	the	[emotion]	.	.	.	as	being	less	negative,	he	says.	But	that	didnt	happen	at	all.	The	memory	was	just	as	bad	regardless	of	whether	or	not
they	had	forgiven	the	perpetrator.	His	findings	suggest	that	forgiving	doesnt	lead	to	forgetting,	after	all.	Instead,	we	change	our	emotional	relationship	to	what	happened,	allowing	us	to	recall	our	past	hurt	and	whos	responsible	without	harming	our	own	well-being.	This	could	have	important	implications	for	those	who	might	want	to	forgive,	but	are
afraid	it	will	impact	their	fight	for	justice	or	their	seeking	amends	from	transgressors.	One	possibility	is	to	think	that	when	we	forgive,	we	change	our	judgment	of	what	happened	during	the	wrongdoing.	But	I	think	thats	just	wrong,	he	says.	We	still	consider	the	people	that	wronged	us	as	being	culpable	and	morally	responsible	for	what	happened	to
us.	He	and	his	team	also	found	that	the	greater	the	emotional	relief	people	who	forgave	experienced,	the	more	they	felt	benevolent	toward	the	transgressor,	and	the	less	likely	they	were	to	avoid	the	person	or	seek	revengeno	matter	the	severity	of	what	happened	to	them.	However,	De	Brigard	warns	that	these	findings	on	benevolence	have	to	be
taken	with	a	grain	of	salt,	because	so	many	of	the	transgressions	recalled	in	his	study	involved	people	in	close	relationships,	who	may	have	more	of	an	incentive	to	forgive	and	possibly	reconcile.	Another	reason	we	shouldnt	conclude	that	people	might	not	always	feel	more	benevolent	after	forgiving	is	that	the	transgressions	reported	in	his	study
werent	as	severe	as	some	that	hes	seen	in	other	contextslike	war	and	genocide.	The	relationship	between	improved	well-being	in	the	present	and	benevolence	toward	perpetrators	might	not	hold	in	those	situations,	he	says.	Forgiveness	in	certain	social	contexts	serves	different	purposes.	It	might	be	different	to	forgive	someone	who	just	gossips
behind	your	back	versus	forgiving	someone	that	sexually	harassed	you	or	raped	you,	he	says.	Nevertheless,	regardless	of	the	relationship	that	you	have	with	the	perpetrator,	and	regardless	of	the	severity	of	the	wrong	done,	if	you	have	forgiven,	your	[emotion]	at	the	time	of	retrieval	is	going	to	be	less	negative	and	less	intense,	he	adds.	Forgiveness
can	be	cultivated	From	a	research	perspective,	says	De	Brigard,	forgiveness	is	some	kind	of	memory	recoding	process	that	probably	involves	taking	a	different	perspective	on	a	hurtful	event	to	lessen	your	negative	emotional	response.	For	example,	if	you	can	look	back	on	a	memory	and	revise	its	meaning	in	your	life,	or	somehow	recognize	how	it
inadvertently	led	to	something	positive,	this	may	help	you	forgive,	shift	your	feelings	about	the	memory,	and	move	on.	This	seems	to	support	past	views	on	forgiveness	as	being	primarily	a	means	of	helping	us	manage	past	hurts.	Studies	on	forgiveness	suggest	it	can	be	cultivated	directly	though	programs	designed	to	guide	people	toward	re-
processing	their	hurts,	helping	protect	their	mental	health	and,	potentially,	improve	their	relationshipsif	they	so	choose.	De	Brigard	doesnt	necessarily	promote	forgiveness	in	all	situations.	There	are	some,	he	says,	where	people	dont	want	to	forgivewhere,	perhaps,	they	think	forgiving	would	be	morally	reprehensible	because	of	the	level	of	harm	done.
And	they	should	never	be	forced	to	forgive	or	cajoled	into	it,	he	says.	On	the	other	hand,	some	people	want	to	forgive	even	the	worst	offenders,	he	says,	so	they	can	experience	the	emotional	release.	For	those	people,	reappraisal	techniques	(i.e.,	changing	how	they	think	about	a	transgression	by	considering	the	context	or	the	limitations	of	the	person
involved)	or	finding	other	ways	to	process	their	experience	might	help	them	to	forgive	and	heal.	And,	for	some,	that	might	tip	the	balance	toward	trying	to	forgive.	Forgiveness	might	open	the	door	for	people	that	.	.	.	want	the	emotional	change,	he	says.	There	are	some	people	that	might	be	scared	or	that	dont	want	to	forgive,	but,	with	the	right
reasons,	they	might	get	closer.	
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