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Study I Abstract

Interpersonal offenses frequently mar relationships. Theorists have argued that the responses

victims adopt toward their offenders have ramifications not only for their cognition, but also for

their emotion, physiology, and health. This study examined the immediate emotional and

physiological effects that occurred when participants (35 females, 36 males) rehearsed hurtful

memories and nursed grudges (i.e., were unforgiving) compared with when they cultivated

empathic perspective taking and imagined granting forgiveness (i.e., were forgiving) toward real-

life offenders. Unforgiving thoughts prompted more aversive emotion, and significantly higher

corrugator (brow) electromyogram, skin conductance, heart rate, and blood pressure changes

from baseline. The EMG, skin conductance, and heart rate effects persisted after imagery into the

recovery periods. Forgiving thoughts prompted greater perceived control and comparatively

lower physiological stress responses. The results dovetail with the psychophysiology literature

and suggest possible mechanisms through which chronic unforgiving responses may erode health

whereas forgiving responses may enhance it.

Study II Abstract

This study assessed mental and physical health correlates of forgiveness-related and religious

coping responses to negative interpersonal events in trauma veterans. Help- seeking male and

female veterans (N=336) completed evaluations at the Durham V AMC PTSD clinic. After

conducting correlational analyses, we entered forgiveness-related and religious coping variables

in hierarchical regressions. In Step 1, combat exposure, age, and SES were entered to control for

their effects. In Step 2, the forgiveness-related and religious coping measures were entered.

Results indicate that forgiveness-related and religious coping variables accounted for significant

variance in measures of posttraumatic stress, anxiety, depression, hostility, and physical health

complaints. These findings suggest that researchers and clinicians serving combat veterans

should continue to evaluate the relevance of forgiveness and religious coping to veterans' mental

and physical health.


