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Abstract
Forgiveness is a positive method of dealing with an offense that includes a decisional and an emotional phase. How these two 
types of forgiveness interact in the forgiveness process remains unclear. In this longitudinal study we focused on decisional 
forgiveness. We provided evidence of how decisional forgiveness occurs over time; whether it is a deliberate choice or not; 
and the influence of making a decision to forgive on the forgiveness motivations. A total of 191 undergraduate students 
completed measures of forgiveness after receiving an offense and four more times over approximately two weeks (i.e. 2, 5, 8, 
and 12 days after the offense). Results indicated that decisional forgiveness is an early-phased step that occurred within the 
first two days after the offense; the decision to forgive was not conditioned by severity of the offense nor by the relationship 
with the offender; and that the decisional forgiveness predicted benevolence. Implications of how decisional forgiveness 
becomes an important step in the forgiveness process are discussed.
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Introduction

Any discussion about the forgiveness process is always com-
plex. This is mainly because, although researchers seem to 
agree that forgiveness is a positive method of dealing with 
an offense that principally benefits the victim (Wade & 

Worthington, 2005), there is still no universally-accepted 
definition of forgiveness. Although definitions differ, there is 
a general agreement to view forgiveness as a process of tem-
poral change in which the victims reduce their negative feel-
ings and motivations towards their offender and (perhaps) 
increase their positive ones (Fehr et al., 2010; McCullough 
et al., 1997).

Also, many authors (Tucker et al., 2015; Worthington, 
2003; Worthington & Scherer, 2004) distinguish two types 
of forgiveness. When victims realize, at a cognitive level, 
the benefits of forgiving, they may engage in decisional for-
giveness (e.g., Davis et al., 2015; Worthington, et al., 2007). 
Decisional forgiveness is defined as a deliberate commit-
ment to make an effort to achieve total forgiveness by vow-
ing to act differently toward an offender (Davis et al., 2015). 
Victims might also experience emotional forgiveness, i.e. the 
replacement of negative emotions (e.g., anger, resentment, 
hostility) with positive ones like empathy, love or compas-
sion, or the affective state that reflects the extent to which 
offenses no longer affect the victims in a negative way, indi-
cating that they are ready to move on (Worthington, et al., 
2007).

Although decisional and emotional forgiveness are 
related, they are considered to be distinct subcomponents 
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of the forgiveness process (Lichtenfeld et al., 2015) with 
different consequences (Hook et al., 2009). While decisional 
forgiveness has the potential to lead to emotional and behav-
ioral change, emotional forgiveness is more concerned with 
health because of its strong connection to overcoming nega-
tive affect and stress reactions (Worthington, 2007).

It remains unclear how these two types of forgiveness 
interact in the forgiveness process. Many model of forgive-
ness have been put forward in the literature. At least eight of 
them state that forgiveness entails at some point a decision 
to forgive (Donnelly, 1982; Enright & The Human Develop-
ment Study Group, 1991, 1996; Fitzgibbons, 1986; Luskin, 
2001; Malcom & Greenberg, 2000; Pettitt, 1987; Worthing-
ton, 1998; Worthington, 2001). Some authors view deci-
sional forgiveness as the first step towards achieving total 
forgiveness (e.g. Mróz et al., 2020; Cavalcanti et al., 2019). 
However, others (Davis et al., 2015; Worthington et al., 
2007), although they consider that it is important that the 
decision occurs early in the process of forgiveness, do not 
identify it as the initial step.

Within empirical research into the process of forgive-
ness, there has been a considerable amount of investiga-
tion into the emotional process (i.e., Toussaint et al., 2016; 
McCullough et al., 2010; Wohl & McGrath, 2007) and few 
studies have focused on decisional forgiveness (Kurniati 
et al., 2020; Mróz et al., 2020; Chloe & Davis, 2020; Major 
et al., 2020). This study seeks to reduce the gap by increas-
ing knowledge of decisional forgiveness. Specifically, we 
aim to shed light on three questions:

How Does Decisional Forgiveness Occur?

From a theoretical perspective, some authors have defined 
the decision to forgive as something that happens in a 
moment (Choe & Davis, 2020). It makes sense to think that 
this decision implies a “yes or no” statement, i.e. that the 
victim decides to commit or not commit to try to act in a 
benevolent way toward the offender. However, when devel-
oping measures to assess decisional forgiveness, authors 
have considered that the decision to forgive can be increased 
or strengthened over time (Davis et al., 2015). In this study 
we explore empirically how decisional forgiveness occurs: 
whether it happens instantaneously and is then maintained, 
or if the decision develops in intensity over time?

Is Decisional Forgiveness a Free Act?

Interpersonal and situational factors such as the quality of 
the relationship with the offender, the receipt of an apol-
ogy or the severity of the offense have been demonstrated 
to have an effect on forgiveness in specific situations (Fehr 
et al., 2010). Also, the personal variables of the victim such 

as religious beliefs (Davis et al., 2013) or cultural differ-
ences (Hook et al., 2009) may affect the forgiveness process. 
However, when explicitly differentiating between decisional 
and emotional forgiveness, this association became unclear. 
Recoder et al., (2019) found that while previous relationship 
with the offender has an effect on motivations for forgive-
ness, it does not have any influence on decisional forgive-
ness. Similarly, when trying to find predictors of decisional 
forgiveness, Choe and Davis (2020) found that their reli-
gious commitment does not predict individuals’ decisions 
to forgive. Given that decisional forgiveness is a deliber-
ate commitment it seems plausible that it remains free from 
influences. We sought to evaluate this statement.

How Does Decisional Forgiveness Interact 
with Other Forgiveness Motivations?

Following the hypothesis of decisional forgiveness as the 
first step of the forgiveness process, Knutson et al. (2008) 
investigated the validity of Enright and Fitzgibbons’ model 
of the forgiveness process by asking people to place the 21 
different steps in the order they occur, in their view, when a 
person forgives. They found that participants rated the com-
mitment to forgive, which included a decision to forgive, as 
the most important item. Participants also placed the deci-
sional phase earlier in the process compared to the Enright 
(1991) and Fitzgibbons’ (1986) proposed sequence, which 
placed the decision to forgive in positions 11/20 and 3/5 
respectively.

Recently, Choe and Davis (2020) have attempted to study 
the effect of decisional forgiveness as a predictor of emo-
tional forgiveness in a longitudinal-retrospective way. They 
instructed participants to recall an offense and asked them 
to record measurements of emotional forgiveness at three 
different points in time, based on their recollection of how 
they were feeling when the offense occurred. The results 
indicated that higher levels of decisional forgiveness reduced 
the rhythm of change in emotional forgiveness. Two points 
must be made here. Firstly, while it was worthwhile to seek 
to measure forgiveness as a function of change over time 
(i.e., longitudinally), retrospective methods are not always 
reliable and it could be difficult to recall how one was feel-
ing three weeks ago. Secondly, although emotional forgive-
ness was measured three times, decisional forgiveness was 
assessed only at the time the offense occurred, and thus it 
was not possible to establish how it develops over time.

The Present Study

Decisional forgiveness has been discussed for years. How-
ever, very little is known about this construct. The objective 
of the present study is to increase the knowledge of how 
decisional forgiveness occurs, which variables influence 
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it, and what effects it has on other forgiveness motivations 
(i.e. avoidance, revenge, and benevolence). Specifically, we 
aim to (1) study how decisional forgiveness might occur 
over time (i.e., instantaneously or longitudinally); (2) study 
the influence of interpersonal factors (previous relation-
ships with the offender and painfulness of the offense) on 
decisional forgiveness in order to explore whether it is a 
deliberate choice or not; (3) study the influence of making a 
decision to forgive on the forgiveness motivations over time.

To explore the possibility of decisional forgiveness as a 
process, we defined a simple linear model, (McCullough 
et al., 2003), with an intercept indicating the initial values 
(i.e., first point in time) of the dimensions and a slope rep-
resenting the amount of change over time. The same strat-
egy was followed to define the trajectories of forgiveness 
motivations. For many people, forgiveness is a progressive 
experience that builds on early gains until it is complete. 
We expect to find a reduction in the negative dimensions of 
the TRIM-18 (i.e., avoidance and revenge) and an increase 
in the positive dimension (i.e., benevolence) and decisional 
forgiveness. However, in general, forgiveness might be expe-
rienced quickly at first and then the rate of increase might 
slow (see McCullough et al.’s (2010) power curve). Thus, 
the possibility of such a quadratic model to define decisional 
forgiveness and TRIM-18 dimensions will also be explored.

In a second step, we studied the influence of the painful-
ness of the offense and the previous relationship with the 
offender as predictors of change in making a decision to 
forgive, with the objective of exploring whether decisional 
forgiveness, defined as a more deliberate than emotional act, 
is less dependent on the degree of offense.

Finally, we aimed to explore the influence of making a 
decision to forgive just after experiencing an offense on the 
three forgiveness motivations as measured by TRIM-18. 
We expected decisional forgiveness to accelerate the pace 
of change on the three dimensions.

Method

Participants

Participants were N = 191 undergraduate students (71.9% 
female, 28.1% male; M = 23.91 years, SD = 9.47 years) 
from a Spanish (N = 110) and a German (N = 81) univer-
sity. Students came from the degree programs of Psychol-
ogy (42.8%), Medicine (21.4%), Dentistry (18.7%), Physi-
otherapy (10.2%) and Nursing (7.0%). The majority of the 
sample were from Spain (44.7%) and Germany (37.9%), 
7.58% came from France and the remaining 9.85% came 
from other countries (i.e., Albania, Angola, Belarus, 

Bulgaria, Colombia, Ecuador, Italy, Korea, Panama, Rus-
sia, Serbia, Ukraine). After the initial completion of the 
protocol, most participants (71.7%) reported offenses from 
the day before and only a few (28.3%) reported transgres-
sions perceived the same day. Participants who completed 
all five repeated measures received a €10 voucher for a 
bookstore.

Measures

Participants provided demographic information. They then 
completed the measurements of the variables described 
below. German students completed them in English and 
students from Spain completed the Spanish versions which 
had previously been validated.

Decisional Forgiveness Decision to Forgive Scale (Davis 
et al., 2015; psychometric data for the Spanish version, 
DTFS-S, Recoder et al., 2019) The DTFS-S has five items 
(e.g., My choice is to forgive him or her) rated using a 
5-point response scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). Scores ranged from 5 to 25; higher scores 
indicated stronger agreement that a decision to forgive had 
been made. Scores on the DTFS were related to lower lev-
els of existential distress. Cronbach’s alphas in the original 
and the Spanish adaptation were 0.92 and 0.92, respectively. 
Alphas from the 5 time points of the present study ranged 
from 0.88 to 0.90.

Forgiveness Transgression-Related Interpersonal Motiva-
tions Inventory (TRIM-18; McCullough et al., 2006; psy-
chometric data for the Spanish version, TRIM-18-S, Fernán-
dez-Capo et al., 2017). The TRIM-18-S assesses revenge (5 
items; e.g., I’ll make him/her pay), avoidance (7 items; e.g., I 
am trying to keep as much distance between us as possible), 
and benevolence (6 items; e.g., Even though his/her actions 
hurt me, I have goodwill for him/her) motivations follow-
ing an offense. Participants wrote a short summary about 
the hurtful transgression and then rated their motivations 
toward the offender by indicating their agreement with each 
item using a 5-point response scale (1 = strongly disagree 
to 5 = strongly agree). Higher scores indicate a higher moti-
vation. Cronbach’s alphas from the original scale (TRIM-
18) were above 0.85 for each of the three subscales and for 
the TRIM-18-S (Fernández-Capo et al., 2017), alphas were 
between 0.71 and 0.81. In our sample, alphas from the 5 time 
points ranged from 0.92 to 0.96 in avoidance, from 0.80 to 
0.88 in revenge, and from 0.86 to 0.94 in benevolence.

Offense‑Specific Variables Participants provided a descrip-
tion of the offense and information about the offender. They 
also reported when the offense occurred, if they received 
an apology and how painful it was by answering a single 
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question using a 6-point response scale from 0 = Not pain-
ful to 6 = Worst pain I have ever felt. Participants reported 
whether they had received an apology from their offender.

Closeness to the Offender Previous and current relational 
closeness to the offender was assessed answering, “On a 
scale from 0 to 6, please indicate how close you were (are) 
to the person who hurt you before the offense (right now)” 
(0 = Not at all to 6 = Extremely close; Tsang et al., 2006).

Procedure

This study received approval from the Ethics Committee of 
the university. We recruited participants through psychology 
courses. We attended these courses and expressed our inter-
est in surveying people who had been recently hurt or trans-
gressed; we explicitly told them that they should have felt 
transgressed the same day or the day before. After that, we 
sent weekly email reminders and whenever participants felt 
offended, they were able to participate in the study through 
an email link. Information about when did the offense hap-
pen was collected for controlling the inclusion of only recent 
offenses. Participants first gave informed consent and then 
completed the protocol for the first time. Then, they were 
re-contacted four more times over approximately two weeks 
(i.e. after 2, 5, 8, and 12 days) after the offense to complete 
all the steps again with regard to the original offense.

Data Analysis

The SPSS Statistical Package was used to provide a 
descriptive analysis including means and standard devia-
tions of demographic information and of all the main vari-
ables at the five time points. Also, independent-samples 
t-tests were used to check for differences on the forgive-
ness dimensions between Spanish and German students 
at time 1.

Mplus version 6 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2011) was 
used to apply structural equation modeling techniques to 
define the trajectories of decisional forgiveness and the 
three dimensions of the TRIM-18 (i.e., avoidance, revenge, 
and benevolence). To evaluate the model fit to the data, 
we used Chi-square (χ2), which is sensitive to sample size 
(desired ns or χ2/df < 3), comparative fit index (CFI), the 
Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), the root mean square error of 
approximation (RMSEA; < 0.08), and the standardized 
root mean square residual (SRMR; < 0.08). According 
to Hu and Bentler (1999), values of CFI and TLI ≥ 0.95, 
SRMR ≤ 0.08 and RMSEA ≤ 0.06 imply a good fitting 
model. However, a CFI and TLI ≥ 0.90 is considered accept-
able and an RMSEA ≤ 0.08 is accepted as a reasonable error 
of approximation.

To examine within-person changes in decisional for-
giveness and in the three dimensions of the TRIM-18, we 
employed latent growth curve modeling (LGCM) using the 
MLR estimator. LGCM allowed the observation of two dif-
ferent parameters of change. Firstly, the starting values for 
baseline measures of each construct were assessed through 
the estimation of the mean latent intercept. Secondly, the 
amount of change over time for each construct was assessed 
by the estimation of the mean slope. We also estimated the 
variance of individual intercept and slope values, which 
allows the examination of intra-subject changes (i.e., inter-
cept and slope variances). Figure 1 shows an example of the 
LGCM model tested on DTFS.

We studied the influence of the degree of perceived 
painfulness of the offense and the pre-offense quality of 
the relationship with the offender on making a decision. 
We modeled both variables as predictors of change in the 
decision-to-forgive trajectory. Figure 2 shows an example 
of the tested model.

Lastly, to test the effect of decisional forgiveness on the 
three major dimensions of forgiveness, we regressed the 
decision to forgive at time 1 (T1) on the estimated slopes 
of each construct. In Fig. 3, we depict the model of benevo-
lence as an example. We added the decision to forgive at T1 
as an observed variable and a regression path between the 
slope and the new variable. We also defined a correlation 
between the intercept and decisional forgiveness; we chose 
a correlation instead of a regression path because informa-
tion was collected at the same point in time and thus it is not 
possible to establish causality. We also tested the model in 
reverse, i.e. we defined TRIM-18 dimensions as predictors 
of change of decisional forgiveness to see whether they had 
a predictive effect.

Fig. 1  Latent growth curve model of DTFS. Factor loadings represent 
the amount of days since the offense occurred
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Results

Descriptive Statistics

In Table 1, we show means and standard deviations for all 
measures at the five time points.

Types of Offense Most participants felt transgressed by 
a friend (40.8%) followed by their partner (12.6%) i.e. 
their boyfriend, girlfriend, husband, or wife. Partici-
pants also reported transgressions by siblings (9.9%), a 
colleague from university or work (7.3%), their parents 
(6.3%), an unknown person (6.3%), their boss (2.6%), or 
“others” (6.8%). Four participants (2.1%) did not give 
information about the offender. In general, the sample 
reported a moderate degree of painfulness (M = 3.46, 
SD = 1.47).

Apology and Relationship with the Offender Only 27.3% 
of the sample received an apology from their offender; the 
remaining 72.7% did not. With regard to the quality of the 
previous and current relationship with the offender, people 
felt closer to their offender before (M = 4.14, SD = 1.80) than 
after (M = 3.14, SD = 2.03) the offense occurred.

Decisional Forgiveness Over Time

Independent samples t-tests to check if there were differ-
ences on the initial levels of the forgiveness dimensions 
between Spanish and German students indicated that the 
scores on the four dimensions did not differ between groups 
(see Table 2), and thus, we proceeded with the analyses 
using all the data together.

Tables 3 and 4 present the goodness-of-fit indices of 
the LGCM model tested and the estimated values of the 
parameters of the model respectively. Also, Fig. 4 shows the 
spaghetti plots with the trajectories of each participant and 
the sample mean. The intercept mean describes the aver-
age starting point, and the variance explains the individual 
variability at the starting point at the beginning of the study. 
Initial levels of decisional forgiveness were significantly 
greater than zero (i.e. intercept mean) and also differences 
among its starting levels were observed (i.e. intercept vari-
ance). Significant average changes were found (B = 0.11, 
p < 0.01) indicating that decisional forgiveness tends to 
increase over the 12 days following the offense. No indi-
vidual differences in changes of decisional forgiveness were 
found.

We also studied the possibility of a curvilinear model to 
define decisional forgiveness. To do so, we added a third 

Fig. 2  Latent growth curve model of DTFS with previous relation-
ship with the offender as predictor of change over time. factor load-
ings represent the amount of days since the offense occurred

Fig. 3  Latent growth curve model of benevolence with DTFS predict-
ing change over time. Factor loadings represent the amount of days 
since the offense occurred
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parameter represented by the squared values on the time 
variable (i.e. 0, 2, 5, 8, 11). However, the estimated quadratic 
term was not statistically significant (ps > 0.05).

Predictors of Decisional Forgiveness

Following the same model pattern used in the previous sec-
tion, we explored the role of painfulness of the offense and 
the previous relationship with the offender in the decision 
to forgive. The model results can be found in Table 4. The 
painfulness model indicated a good fit with the data, with a 
non-significant Chi-square; the covariate between painful-
ness and the intercept was significant (r = -0.34, p < 0.01) 
however, the path between painfulness and the slope of 

Table 1  Means and standard 
deviations for major study 
variables, assessments (1–5)

Time 1
(N = 182)

Time 2
(N = 98)

Time 3
(N = 77)

Time 4
(N = 71)

Time 5
(N = 84)

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)
Avoidance 19.05 (7.27) 16.38 (7.17) 16.68 (7.35) 16.41 (7.01) 15.83 (7.49)
Revenge 9.21 (3.64) 8.08 (3.45) 8.42 (3.50) 8.24 (3.26) 8.05 (3.50)
Benevolence 20.82 (5.22) 22.05 (5.25) 21.86 (5.82) 22.10 (5.97) 22.33 (5.33)
DTFS 17.60 (4.32) 18.91 (4.19) 18.61 (4.37) 18.39 (4.54) 18.75 (4.63)

Table 2  Independent samples t-tests to assess differences between 
Spanish and German students on the four forgiveness dimensions

Spanish
(N = 110)

German
(N = 81)

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) t (df) p
Avoidance 18.91 (7.27) 19.16 (6.89) .224 (189) .823
Revenge 8.79 (3.22) 9.62 (3.28) 1.64 (189) .103
Benevolence 21.11 (5.29) 20.28 (4.77) -1.05 (189) .295
DTFS 18.02 (4.30) 16.83 (4.22) -1.78 (189) .077

Table 3  Goodness-of-fit indices 
of the different models tested

χ2: Chi-square; df: degrees of freedom; CFI: Comparative Fit Index; TLI: Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA: 
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation; SRMR: Standardized Root Mean Squared Residual; BIC: 
Bayesian Information Criterion; AIC: Akaike Information Criterion. LGCM: Latent Growth Curve Model. 
All χ2 were < 3
a The residual variance of avoidance at time 5 was constrained to 0 for model identification

Model χ2 df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR BIC AIC

LGCM Models
DTFS 18.750* 10 .924 .924 .070 .057 2722.27 2690.29
Avoidancea 21.696* 11 .928 .934 .072 .071 3129.13 3100.15
Revenge 24.108* 10 .900 .900 .087 .058 2515.94 2483.74
Benevolence 22.018* 10 .910 .910 .081 .105 2969.77 2937.57
Predictors of DTFS
Painfulness 21.012 14 .953 .949 .051 .053 3378.36 3336.22
Previous Relationship 21.311 14 .952 .949 .052 .054 3470.35 3428.14
DTFS as predictor of
Avoidance 30.201* 14 .930 .925 .079 .071 4096.49 4054.63
Revenge 25.843* 13 .932 .921 .073 .054 3523.16 3478.08
Benevolence 22.577* 13 .958 .951 .063 .088 3861.84 3816.76

Table 4  Intercept and slope 
means and variances of the 
linear latent growth models

Intercept Slope

Mean p Variance p Mean p Variance p

DTFS 17.92  < .001 11.63  < .001 .11 .006 .06 .150
Avoidance 18.59  < .001 43.86  < .001 -.25  < .001 .23 .018
Revenge 8.88  < .001 9.56  < .001 -.08 .014 .07 .002
Benevolence 21.00  < .001 21.15  < .001 .16 .001 .17 .002
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the decisional forgiveness trajectory was not significant 
(β = 0.26, p = 0.07). With regarding to the previous close-
ness-of-the-relationship model, the results were similar. The 
model fitted the data well, the correlation between previ-
ous relationship and the intercept was significant (r = 0.37, 
p < 0.01) but the path between the previous relationship 
and the slope of decisional forgiveness was not (β = -0.004, 
p = 0.98).

Influence of Decisional Forgiveness on Forgiveness 
Motivations

In order to test the effects of decisional forgiveness on 
forgiveness motivations, we first defined the longitudinal 
trajectory of each motivation. The results of the models 
can be found in Tables 2 and 3. The initial levels of the 
participants in the TRIM dimensions were significantly 
greater than zero (i.e., intercept mean) and also differ-
ences between their starting levels were observed (i.e., 
intercept variance) in the three constructs. Significant 
average changes were also detected on all the dimensions, 
indicating that, on average, avoidance (B = -0.25, p < 0.01) 

and revenge (B = -0.08, p = 0.014) levels decreased linearly 
over the 12 days after receiving an offense and benevo-
lence (B = 0.16, p < 0.01) increased. As an example of 
interpretation, a representative participant initially had an 
avoidance score of 18.59 that decreased at a rate of 0.25 
scale units per each time period. Additionally, significant 
individual differences in changes of avoidance (s2 = 0.23, 
p < 0.01), revenge (s2 = 0.07, p < 0.01), and benevolence 
(s2 = 0.17, p < 0.01) were found.

We also studied the possibility of a curvilinear model to 
define the trajectories of the TRIM dimensions, but again 
the estimated quadratic terms for all the models were not 
statistically significant (ps > 0.05).

We tested the possibility of decisional forgiveness at 
t1 as a predictor of change on the latent factors from the 
latent growth curve linear models of the TRIM-18 dimen-
sions. Model fit indices can be found in Table 3. The cor-
relation between decisional forgiveness and the avoidance 
intercept was negative and significant (r = -0.65, p < 0.01); 
however, the regression path was only marginally signifi-
cant (β = 0.25, p = 0.06). Similar results were found in the 
revenge model. The correlation between the intercept and 

Fig. 4  Spaghetti plots showing the individual trajectories and the sample mean for each forgiveness dimension
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decisional forgiveness was significant (r = -0.50, p < 0.01), 
but the regression path was not (β = 0.21, p = 0.07). In the 
case of benevolence, both, the correlation between the 
intercept and decisional forgiveness (r = 0.83, p < 0.01) 
and the regression path (β = -0.33, p < 0.01), were 
significant.

To explore whether TRIM dimensions had an effect on 
the decisional forgiveness trajectory, we tested the model 
in the other direction, i.e. we tested whether the TRIM-
18 dimensions at t1 had a significant effect on the pace of 
change of making a decision to forgive. The results indi-
cated a good fit of the model to the data, χ2(20) = 35.041, 
p < 0.05; CFI = 0.94; TLI = 0.93; RMSEA (90% C.I) = 0.06 
(0.03-0.09); and SRMR = 0.06. The intercept of the deci-
sional forgiveness trajectory correlated significantly with 
avoidance (r = -0.66), revenge (r = -0.46), and benevolence 
(r = 0.83). On the other hand, the effects of the TRIM-18 
dimensions on the slope were not significant (i.e., avoidance 
β = 0.06, p = 0.73; revenge β = 0.09, p = 0.58; and benevo-
lence β = -0.28, p = 0.19).

Discussion

Forgiveness is a process of temporal change in which the 
victims reduce their negative feelings and motivations 
toward their offender and (perhaps) increase their positive 
ones (Fehr et al., 2010; McCullough et al., 1997). In the pre-
sent study, we aimed to report information about (1) the tra-
jectory of the decisional forgiveness and also the trajectories 
of the TRIM-18 dimensions, (2) how decisional forgiveness 
relates to offender and offense variables, and (3) how a deci-
sion to forgive influences the changes on those dimensions.

Trajectory of Decisional Forgiveness and TRIM‑18 
Motivations

We created two different possible models (i.e., a linear and a 
quadratic) to explore how decisional forgiveness occurs. The 
quadratic term was not significant, while the linear model 
explained the trajectory better (Muthén, 2009). Results 
showed that the strength of one’s decision to forgive tended 
to increase linearly over time, however when observing the 
trajectories in Fig. 4 it was possible to see that the major 
change occurred during the first two days and then was 
maintained over time. There were inter-individual differ-
ences in starting values; however, we did not find variance 
among participants on the amount of change (i.e., slope). 
These observations suggest that a decision to forgive might 
be a once-and-for-all-time act, occurring instantaneously and 
not longitudinally (Choe & David, 2020).

According to McCullough et  al. (2003) the negative 
dimensions of forgiveness seem to be reduced over time. In 

both models, we found significant intercepts and negative 
slopes indicating that the values decreased significantly from 
one time to another. This is in line with many definitions of 
forgiveness that established that forgiveness implies reduc-
tion of the negativity (e.g., Bright and Exline, 2011; Thomp-
son and Korsgaard, 2019; Worthington, 2019). On the other 
hand, in contrast to what McCullough et al. (2003) found, 
our results revealed a significant intercept and a positive sig-
nificant slope indicating that benevolence motivations tend 
to be increased over time.

We specifically examined within-subject and between-
subject variations of the DTFS and the TRIM-18 dimen-
sions. We found that there was inter-individual variation 
(i.e., variation between people) on the initial levels of deci-
sional forgiveness, as well as avoidance, revenge, and benev-
olence (i.e. the intercepts) and also in the extent of change on 
each of the TRIM-18 dimensions (i.e. the slopes) but not on 
the decision to forgive, meaning that the decisional forgive-
ness levels increase equally between subjects.

Decision to Forgive and Interpersonal or Situational 
Factors

We tested whether the degree of painfulness perceived and 
the pre-offense relationship with the offender conditioned in 
some way the decision to forgive. The influence was not sig-
nificant. Our results are in line with those of Choe and Davis 
(2020) and Recoder et al. (2019) who in their studies found 
decisional forgiveness to be free from the influences of reli-
gious commitment and the quality of the previous relation-
ship. Altogether these results might suggest the possibility 
that a decision to forgive is open to everyone, no matter what 
happened or what the relationship with the offender was. Nor 
does it matter if the offender has asked for forgiveness. To 
decide to forgive seems to be an act of free will.

Role of the Decision to Forgive in the Forgiveness 
Process

Different models of forgiveness have suggested that it 
involves, at some point, a decision to forgive. Although 
changes have been found from the beginning of a transgres-
sion to the end, no one has empirically examined the role 
of a decision to forgive on the subsequent experience of 
forgiveness. In line with the findings of Knutson et al. (2008) 
who asked participants to rate the importance of each step 
(considering Enright’s 21 steps), we hypothesized that a 
decision to forgive would be the first step towards achieving 
total forgiveness. Thus, we explicitly evaluated the role of 
one’s decision to forgive after perceiving an offense (i.e., 
decisional forgiveness at time 1) as a predictor of change in 
the three dimensions of forgiveness measured by TRIM-18.
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Although in our sample the results were not significant, 
it seems that, with severe offenses, decisional forgiveness 
could predict changes in avoidance, i.e. higher levels of deci-
sional forgiveness could accelerate the reduction in avoid-
ance levels, thus, making the person less avoidant faster. We 
thought that this could be due to a floor effect. Most partici-
pants already showed low levels of avoidance and revenge 
just after being offended. Thus, the amount of change (in 
avoidance and revenge) possible (due to the low base rate) 
or the possibility that one might still reduce the values for 
avoidance and revenge becomes more difficult. One plausi-
ble explanation for that is that the degree of painfulness of 
the reported offenses was quite modest; therefore, the impact 
on the person was not so great. However, further studies are 
needed to confirm this.

In addition, the making of a decision to forgive was a 
predictor of change in benevolence. However, higher levels 
of initial decisional forgiveness decreased the rate of change 
in benevolence. This is probably due to the high correla-
tion between decisional forgiveness and benevolence at t1, 
which indicates that when the one increases, so does the 
other. Those who showed high levels of decisional forgive-
ness also presented high levels of benevolence, making it 
harder to keep on increasing the levels over time, and thus, 
benevolence had a slower rate of change. These results are in 
line with the findings of Choe and Davis (2020). They sug-
gested that a plausible explanation could be that since people 
with higher initial levels of decisional forgiveness started 
also with higher initial levels of forgiveness motivations, and 
consequently, there is less space to grow. One possibility in 
this exploration is that for many minor events, forgiveness 
(decisions and benevolence motives) changes very rapidly. 
Reflection suggests that minor events might almost be for-
gotten within hours, and if the offense is very small, even 
minutes. McCullough et al. (2010) found, on their individual 
trajectories, that quite a few participants reduced their unfor-
giveness immediately. In our experimental protocol, we tried 
to recruit people on the same day that they experienced hurt, 
but, in reality, most people did not report their transgres-
sion until the second day. It is possible that many forgave in 
that period, resulting in high initial decisions to forgive and 
high forgiveness motives. If this is the case, it might place 
methodological restrictions on assessing what really happens 
after transgressions. People need to be assessed immediately 
after being offended to determine the true course of a pro-
cess of forgiveness.

We also explored the role of the TRIM-18 dimensions 
at t1 as predictors of change in decisional forgiveness. 
We did not find a significant effect, indicating that avoid-
ance, revenge, and benevolence motivations do not predict 
changes in decisional forgiveness.

Overall our results suggest that the decision to forgive 
is not affected by emotional readiness, and is independent 

of interpersonal and situational influence. Also, that this 
decision predicts benevolence. This is important because it 
might suggest that helping people to decide to forgive is an 
important step on the forgiveness continuum.

Limitations and Future Studies

This study had several limitations. Firstly, measurement of 
the main variables of the study used self-reports, these could 
be biased by social desirability. Therefore, future studies 
should consider the inclusion of other measures of forgive-
ness (i.e. behavioral and biological). Secondly, our sample 
only used university students. We collected information dur-
ing the two weeks after receiving an offense, however, when 
investigating how forgiveness occurs in severe offenses, one 
should consider a more extended period of time (Freedman 
& Enright, 1996). Also, our sample was collected in two 
different countries and, although no significant differences 
were found, future studies should work with more homoge-
neous samples. Thirdly, our offenses only represented soft 
conflicts, which had been almost forgiven before the study 
started. Fourthly, and most important, results obtained in our 
study suggested that a Non-Linear Growth Model (NLGM) 
would explain better how decisional forgiveness occurs. 
Because sample size conditions for this model were not 
achieved, results yielded low power and unstable parameter 
estimates. Future studies should consider including higher 
samples and test NLGM to see whether they can explain 
better how decisional forgiveness occurs or not.

This is the first study that modeled decisional forgive-
ness over time. Moreover, in our study we have provided 
initial evidence of how a decision to forgive influences the 
motivations to forgive a transgressor. Decisional forgiveness 
could influence and accelerate forgiveness even though this 
relationship is not clear in our study. Therefore, in future 
studies, it would be interesting to explore the role of a deci-
sion to forgive in serious offenses (e.g. sexual abuse, mis-
treatment), to see whether the effects of making a decision to 
forgive are strengthened. In those cases, making a decision 
to forgive would probably be more difficult. However, if the 
results were similar or increased, an intervention focused 
on promoting a decision to forgive, would be of interest 
and might lead to a faster reduction of the avoidance and 
revenge motivations. It would also be interesting to study 
whether the association between decisional forgiveness and 
benevolence motivations would be as high in severe offenses 
as it was in our study. This would provide more knowledge 
about the positive dimension of forgiveness and the role that 
decisional forgiveness plays in the process of forgiveness 
(starting with a reduction in unforgiveness (avoidance and 
revenge) and moving onto forgiveness (benevolence).

In the present study, we provide a microscope into the 
role of the decision to forgive in the forgiveness process. 
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The decision to forgive seems to be a key step in reaching 
complete forgiveness.
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