
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Pseudo Self-Forgiveness: 

A Response to Self-Integrity Threat 

 

Thomas P. Carpenter, M.A. 

Advisor: Jo-Ann C. Tsang, Ph.D. 

 

 

Self-forgiveness has been promoted as a self-compassionate response following 

ownership of one’s transgressions.  However, a sense of self-forgiveness may also result 

from defensive processes that circumvent responsibility, dubbed “pseudo self-

forgiveness” (Hall & Fincham, 2005).  Following self-affirmation theory, I predicted that 

responsibility avoidance and perceptions of self-forgiveness would be reduced if self-

image is protected.  Participants (66 male, 47 female) were given either affirming or non-

affirming personality feedback and were led to believe they had let down a fictitious 

partner.  Affirmed men expressed less self-forgiveness, mediated by increased 

responsibility. These effects were not observed among women. Findings suggest some 

apparent self-forgiveness may reflect ego-defensive attempts to avoid accountability; 

however, more research is needed.  Implications for self-forgiveness theory and 

measurement are discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

 Six decades of social-psychological research have repeatedly demonstrated that 

normal individuals can and do commit a wide range of harmful, offensive, and morally 

objectionable acts (Batson, Kobrynowicz, Dinnerstein, Kampf, & Wilson, 1997; 

Milgram, 1963; Zimbardo, 1972).  In addition to harming others, interpersonal and moral 

offenses may violate actors’ personal standards (Festinger, 1957), threaten positive self-

views (Steele, 1988), and engender strong negative self-directed emotions (Tangney & 

Dearing, 2002; Tangney, Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007).  Such reactions may induce stress 

and undermine wellbeing (Wilson, Milosevic, Carroll, Hart, & Hibbard, 2008), making 

the study of how individuals attenuate these states an import goal for research.   

A growing body of research has begun to focus on self-forgiveness, a 

transformative process by which individuals attenuate negative self-directed post-

transgression responses and replace them with positive ones (Enright & The Human 

Development Study Group, 1996; Hall & Fincham, 2005; Jacinto & Edwards, 2011; 

Tangney, Boone, & Dearing, 2005; Worthington, 2006).  Although self-forgiveness has 

been widely promoted as a self-compassionate response to one’s transgressions (e.g., 

Enright et al., 1996), it may also have a “dark side” (Wohl & Thompson, 2011, p. 354).  

To address this, theorists have distinguished between two forms of self-forgiveness.  

Authentic self-forgiveness has been described as a costly, effortful process of accepting 

responsibility and working through resultant negative reactions (Enright et al., 1996; Hall 

& Fincham, 2005; Holmgren, 2002).  As an alternative, individuals may achieve a state 
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resembling self-forgiveness by circumventing accountability, a process called pseudo 

self-forgiveness (Enright et al., 1996; Hall & Fincham, 2005).  In pseudo self-

forgiveness, individuals avoid negative emotions and accountability by engaging in 

defensive processes such as denial of responsibility, minimization, justification, etc. 

(Enright et al., 1996; Fisher & Exline, 2006; Hall & Fincham, 2005; Tangney et al., 

2005).  This is believed to result in a state of self-forgiveness without requiring offenders 

to take ownership of wrongs.  It may also cause harm, leading offenders to forego 

reparative behaviors (e.g., restitution), fostering permissiveness, and inhibiting post-

offense growth (Fisher & Exline, 2006; Hall & Fincham, 2005; Holmgren, 2002; Wohl & 

Thompson, 2011).   

Although pseudo self-forgiveness has been repeatedly described in models of 

what authentic self-forgiveness is not, major questions exist.  How is pseudo self-

forgiveness best conceptualized?  What motivates it, and how can it be prevented?  In the 

present research, I synthesize descriptions of pseudo self-forgiveness and propose a 

theoretical model.  Drawing on self-affirmation theory (Steele, 1988), I suggest that 

pseudo self-forgiveness is a process of post-transgression defensive attribution (e.g., 

denial of responsibility) that seeks to protect positive self-views, resulting in a sense of 

self-forgiveness.  Accordingly, I test the hypothesis that, if positive self-views are 

protected through self-affirmation, attributions of responsibility will increase and self-

reported self-forgiveness will decrease.  Such a finding would suggest a defensive motive 

for responsibility avoidance and support the proposed model of pseudo self-forgiveness.   
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Self-Forgiveness 

 

 

The Process Model of Self-Forgiveness  

 

To understand pseudo self-forgiveness, it is important to understand how 

individuals authentically self-forgive.  Enright et al. (1996) defined self-forgiveness as “a 

willingness to abandon self-resentment in the face of one’s own acknowledged objective 

wrong, while fostering compassion, generosity, and love toward the self” (p. 116).  

According to Enright and colleagues, self-forgiveness is a process of willful release from 

self-unforgiving responses.  To qualify as genuine self-forgiveness, however, this process 

must also meet several criteria.  First, one must acknowledge that one has done wrong.  

By definition, self-forgiveness is irrelevant if one has not first taken responsibility for an 

offense.  Second, one must feel bad about the offending behavior.  For example, they 

argued that genuine self-forgiveness “originates from a position of guilt, remorse, and 

shame” (p. 117), whereas defensive processes (e.g., condoning, excusing, denying) do 

not.  Third, one must reject the offending behavior.  For example, they argued that a 

“genuine effort to change” (p. 116) is necessary for authentic self-forgiveness.  

According to the Enright et al. model, processes that do not meet these criteria, although 

potentially palliative, are not self-forgiveness.  Although they did not provide a taxonomy 

or theory of such alternative processes, they introduced the term “pseudo-self-

forgiveness” (p. 117) to describe them.  

According to Enright et al. (1996), authentic self-forgiveness is a process that 

unfolds across four broad phases.  The first phase (uncovering phase) begins with denial 

and a failure to acknowledge harm. Although not stated by Enright et al., this is 

analogous to pseudo self-forgiveness and must be overcome for one to move toward 
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authentic self-forgiveness.  As the stage progresses, one acknowledges the offense and 

accepts responsibility for it, resulting in self-unforgiving reactions such as guilt, self-

anger, shame, rumination, and self-critical thinking.  One implication of this model is that 

if one is unwilling to take responsibility, one may remain stuck in denial and not progress 

toward authentic self-forgiveness.  

Subsequent phases in the Enright et al. (1996) model involve authentically self-

forgiving.  In the decision phase, one redirects emotions and makes a commitment to self-

forgive to reject self-condemnation and self-revenge.  This leads to the work phase, in 

which one reframes the offense to put it in context, such as identifying pressures one was 

under, past habits, and self-imperfections.  This phase involves an awareness that one has 

already suffered for the offense (e.g., in the uncovering phase) and includes a shift toward 

self-compassion, at which point one makes the decision to love oneself in spite of one’s 

wrong actions.  Finally, this phase involves an ownership of pain as one’s own (not 

something to be taken out on others).  In the outcome phase, one finds meaning in the 

above process and identifies that forgiveness is an acceptable outcome to offenses.  A 

new purpose may emerge as one releases oneself from excessive guilt.   

Enright et al. (1996) described the above process as a prototype model of 

authentic self-forgiveness, with the understanding that not all individuals will engage in 

all steps.  Of importance for the present research, authentic self-forgiveness involves the 

acceptance of responsibility, the experience of negative emotion, and the expression of 

good will toward the self.  If one avoids responsibility and gets stuck in denial, however, 

authentic self-forgiveness is irrelevant and unnecessary.  
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Hall and Fincham’s Self-Forgiveness Model  

Hall and Fincham (2005) expanded on Enright et al.’s (1996) model of self-

forgiveness.  Drawing on motivational models of interpersonal forgiveness (McCullough, 

Worthington, & Rachal, 1997), they defined self-forgiveness as “a set of motivational 

changes whereby one becomes decreasingly motivated to avoid stimuli associated with 

the offense, decreasingly motivated to retaliate against the self, …  and increasingly 

motivated to act benevolently toward the self” (p. 622).  Whereas Enright et al. described 

the process of self-forgiveness, Hall and Fincham identified cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral factors that influence self-forgiveness.  

According to Hall and Fincham, perceived offense severity and attributions of 

responsibility determine initial levels of shame and guilt.  Empathy for the victim and 

personal distress in response to the victim’s plight may also follow from, or contribute to, 

guilt and shame (Hodgson & Wertheim, 2007; Rangganadhan & Todorov, 2010).  Thus, 

self-forgiveness is only relevant if one has first acknowledged that the offense was 

harmful and accepted responsibility for it.  Hall and Fincham also posit that the emotions 

of shame and guilt serve as motivators.  Shame is theorized to motivate self-unforgiving 

responses (e.g., self-punishment, avoidance) with little ultimate benefit.  Guilt is 

theorized to inhibit self-forgiveness directly but to promote self-forgiveness indirectly by 

encouraging conciliatory responses such as apology, restitution, or seeking forgiveness 

(Sandage, Worthington, Hight, & Berry, 2000; Witvliet, Ludwig, & Bauer, 2002).  

Because this model has become the dominant framework for self-forgiveness theory and 

research, these processes will be discussed in turn.  
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Attributions of responsibility. One determinant of one’s need for self-forgiveness 

is the degree of responsibility one accepts for the offense.  Hall and Fincham (2005) 

conceptualized responsibility in a social-cognitive attributional framework (e.g., Weiner, 

1985) as the degree to which one attributes an offense to internal, stable, and global 

causes.  Others have defined responsibility similarly.  For example, Weiner (2001) 

defined responsibility as a sense of blame resulting from the attributions of causality for 

an event, the controllability of the outcome, and the stability of the causal conditions.  In 

either case, responsibility with respect to self-forgiveness involves processes of 

attribution in which the self is seen as the cause of, and morally culpable for, a harmful 

behavior.  Responsibility attributions are hypothesized to impact self-forgiveness by 

leading to negative emotions such as shame and guilt.  If one decides one is not 

responsible for an offense, one has little need for self-forgiveness. 

This model has received broad empirical support.  For example, Fisher and Exline 

(2006) and Hall and Fincham (2008) both found that responsibility for a recalled offense 

predicted greater guilt and shame as well as decreased self-forgiveness.  Zechmeister and 

Romero (2002) also found that attributing responsibility away from the self to a victim 

predicted greater self-forgiveness for a recalled offense.  These findings suggest that 

attributions of responsibility lead one to feel worse and experience less self-forgiveness.   

 
Severity.  Another determinant of self-unforgiveness in the Hall and Fincham 

(2005) model is offense severity.  Following research in interpersonal forgiveness (e.g., 

Fincham, 2000), Hall and Fincham conceptualized severity as the degree of objective 

harm inflicted by the offense.  However, an additional component of severity for self-

forgiveness may be the degree to which offenders violate personal moral standards.  For 
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example, Hall and Fincham argued that self-forgiveness may be required for wrongful 

thought or “abrogation of the moral order (failure to behave in a way that one ought to 

behave), which is considered to be wrong even in the absence of hurt and therefore still 

might be the proper target of self-forgiveness” (p. 626).  Accordingly, others have 

operationalized severity more broadly, asking participants how “serious” (Fisher & 

Exline, 2006) and “immoral” (Exline et al., 2011) offenses are. 

Like responsibility, severity perceptions may influence self-forgiveness by 

increasing shame and guilt.  Perceived offense severity is positively associated with both 

shame and guilt for recalled offenses (Exline et al., 2011; Fisher & Exline, 2006; Hall & 

Fincham, 2008).  Fisher and Exline (2006) also found that offense severity positively 

predicted time and effort required to feel better about a recalled offense.  Exline et al. 

(2011) found a positive association between offense severity and self-forgiveness prior to 

an intervention, and Hall and Fincham (2008) found that severity longitudinally predicted 

self-forgiveness over time.  These findings suggest that severe offenses may lead to more 

negative feelings and decreased self-forgiveness.  

 

Shame and guilt.  Following attributions of responsibility and severity, individuals 

experience negative self-directed emotions.  Drawing on developments in research on 

moral emotions (e.g., Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Tangney et al., 2007), Hall and Fincham 

(2005) differentiated between guilt and shame.  Both shame and guilt are aversive, 

negatively valenced self-directed emotions.  However, they differ in focus and may have 

different influences on self-forgiveness.  Shame is characterized by a sense of shrinking, 

worthlessness, smallness, and powerlessness and is emotionally painful; guilt is 

characterized by feelings of tension, regret, and remorse and is somewhat less painful 
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(Lindsay-Hartz, 1984; Tangney & Dearing, 2002).  Whereas guilt follows from negative 

evaluations of behavior, shame follows negative evaluations of the self following 

behavior (Lewis, 1971; Niedenthal, Tangney, & Gavanski, 1994; Tangney & Dearing, 

2002; Tracy & Robins, 2006; see also Tangney et al., 2007).  Consequently, the two 

emotions may have different motivational properties.  Whereas guilt is associated with 

reparative behaviors, shame is associated with withdrawal and aggression (Cryder, 

Springer, & Morewedge, 2012; Ketelaar & Au, 2003; Lindsay-Hartz, 1984; Stuewig, 

Tangney, Heigel, Harty, & McCloskey, 2009; Tangney & Dearing, 2002).  This may be 

due a general sense that “it is much easier to change a bad behavior than a bad self” 

(Tangney & Dearing, 2002, p. 45). 

Because of its prosocial behavioral consequences, guilt is ultimately believed to 

aid self-forgiveness (Hall & Fincham, 2005; Tangney et al., 2005).  For example, 

participants tend to describe guilt (but not shame) as resolvable through conciliatory 

behaviors (Lindsay-Hartz, 1984).  Guilt inductions have also been associated with 

increased cooperativeness in prisoner’s dilemma studies (Ketelaar & Au, 2003), 

increased compliance (e.g., Freedman, Wallington, & Bless, 1967), focused acts of 

reparation (Cryder et al., 2012), and even mimicry behavior (Martin, Guéguen, & 

Fischer-Lokou, 2010).  Because of these benefits, psychologists have advocated the 

encouragement of guilt following transgression (Fisher & Exline, 2010).  Shame has no 

such known benefits, generally motivating avoidant and aggressive responses (Tangney 

et al., 2007).  Shame avoidance may also motivate defensive responses, as dispositional 

shame-proneness uniquely predicts externalization of blame and aggressive tendencies 

toward others (e.g., Stuewig, et al., 2009; Tangney, et al., 1992). 
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Empirical findings generally support these predictions, although research has been 

inconsistent with respect to guilt.  At the dispositional level, Rangganadhan and Todorov 

(2010) found that of shame- and guilt-proneness, only shame-proneness uniquely 

predicted self-forgiveness.  Strelan (2007) found that both shame- and guilt-proneness 

uniquely predicted dispositional self-forgiving; however, their measure of guilt-proneness 

included items more related to self-forgiveness than guilt (e.g., self-critical thought).  

Fisher and Exline (2006) found negative associations between shame-proneness and three 

measures of self-forgiveness, whereas guilt-proneness was inconsistently related to self-

forgiveness.  However, this research did not examine unique effects of shame- and guilt- 

proneness, which occasionally confound with or suppress one-another when not 

controlled (see Tangney et al., 2007).  These findings suggest that shame-proneness may 

inhibit self-forgiveness, whereas guilt-proneness may or may not inhibit self-forgiveness.   

Research examining self-forgiveness for specific offenses has been similarly 

inconsistent.  Exline et al. (2011) had participants complete a self-forgiveness 

intervention for a recalled offense.  Both offense-specific guilt and shame predicted lower 

initial self-forgiveness and fewer gains in self-forgiveness after the intervention.  

However, only shame uniquely predicted post-intervention shifts in self-forgiveness.  

Hall and Fincham (2008) longitudinally observed the opposite pattern.  Although shame 

and guilt both predicted self-forgiveness initially, fluctuations in guilt over time uniquely 

predicted changes in self-forgiveness, whereas fluctuations in shame did not.  Although 

inconsistent, these studies have largely supported Hall and Fincham’s (2005) predictions 

that shame and guilt are important predictors of self-forgiveness.   
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Mechanisms of Authentic Self-Forgiveness 

Existing models describe self-forgiveness as facilitated by approaching one’s 

offenses and resolving resultant negative, self-directed responses.  Enright et al. (1996) 

described several mechanisms that help resolve negative thoughts, feelings, and 

motivations while restoring positive ones.  For example, individuals may cognitively 

reframe offenses or identify ways in which they have already suffered.  Worthington 

(2006) suggests that self-directed empathy may facilitate self-forgiveness.  Thompson et 

al. (2005) and Jacinto and Edwards (2011) emphasize self-acceptance, whereas others 

emphasize the importance of self-compassion (Neff, 2003).  Other conciliatory behaviors 

(e.g., apologizing, making amends) have also been implicated as facilitators of self-

forgiveness (Enright et al., 1996; Exline et al., 2011; Hall & Fincham, 2005, 2008; 

Witvliet et al., 2002; Worthington, 2006).  More broadly, theories of emotion regulation 

emphasize the importance of cognitive and behavioral change as antecedents of 

motivational transformation (Gross, 2008). 

Such processes, however, may be costly because they first require that one accept 

responsibility for an offense and experience the resultant negative reactions.  Such 

negative reactions are believed to be the natural consequences of accepting responsibility 

for one’s wrongs (Enright et al., 1996) and must therefore be “fully experienced” (Hall & 

Fincham, 2005, p. 627) for authentic self-forgiveness.  As argued by Tangney et al. 

(2005), “non-trivial pangs of conscience …  are necessary for true self-forgiveness to 

occur” (p. 145).  As a result, responses that avoid (rather than address and resolve) 

negative reactions are antithetical to authentic self-forgiveness.  Hall and Fincham (2005) 

argued that there are therefore two necessary conditions for authentic self-forgiveness: 
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one must (1) acknowledge that the offending behavior was wrong and (2) accept 

responsibility for it.  Hall and Fincham (2005) note that, “without these elements, self-

forgiveness is irrelevant and pseudo self-forgiveness becomes likely” (p. 626).   

 

Pseudo Self-Forgiveness 

Because acknowledging and taking responsibility for wrongs can be aversive, 

individuals may resort to pseudo self-forgiveness.  Although the construct has been 

described by several scholars (e.g., Enright et al., 1996; Fisher & Exline, 2006; Hall & 

Fincham, 2005; Holmgren, 2002; Tangney et al., 2005), there have been no systematic 

efforts to define or study it. 

The term “pseudo forgiveness” has been used in the interpersonal forgiveness 

literature to denote a variety of responses that resemble forgiveness (e.g., Baumeister, 

Exline, & Sommer, 1998; Enright & Coyle, 1998; Freedman, Enright, & Knutson, 2005).  

Enright and Coyle (1998) used it to refer to condoning, excusing, and denying, which 

differ from authentic forgiveness (e.g., Enright & Coyle, 1998; Enright et al., 1996; 

Fincham, 2000; Freedman et al., 2005).  Condoning and excusing represent attempts to 

justify and provide valid reasons for an offense, respectively, rendering authentic 

forgiveness unnecessary (Enright & Coyle, 1998; Fincham, 2000).  Forgetting or denying 

similarly render forgiveness unnecessary by allowing individuals to act as though an 

offense did not occur (Enright & Coyle, 1998).  This is analogous to pseudo self-

forgiveness.  However, pseudo self-forgiveness differs in that it is entirely self-referent.  

This unique position of the self, as both offender and forgiver, may makes pseudo self-

forgiveness prone to a different range of motivations, such as the desire for self-

enhancement (cf., Sedikides & Gregg, 2008).   
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Initial descriptions of pseudo self-forgiveness came from attempts to define the 

boundaries of authentic self-forgiveness.  Enright et al. (1996) argued that authentic self-

forgiveness is not “excusing oneself or condoning one’s own unjust behavior” (p. 117).  

Hall and Fincham (2005) argued that authentic self-forgiveness is not “condoning” or 

“forgetting” (p. 623).  Enright et al. (1996) introduced the term “pseudo self-forgiveness” 

to describe such efforts:  

Another indictment against self-forgiveness is that it is the new opiate that not 
only blinds us to our faults, but makes those faults all the more likely to occur 
without guilt.  Yet, true self-forgiveness, in contrast to pseudo-self-forgiveness, 
originates from a position of guilt, remorse, and shame.  It is no opiate if it leads 
us directly into pain before it leads us out of pain.  (p. 117) 
 

From this perspective, pseudo self-forgiveness is essentially a process of defensive 

reactions that bypasses the process of authentic self-forgiveness by avoiding any need for 

self-forgiveness. 

Holmgren (2002) similarly argued that self-forgiveness can be genuine or 

premature.  According to Holmgren, self-forgiveness is morally appropriate so long as 

the offender has addressed the wrongs committed.  If self-forgiveness is attempted 

prematurely, it will be harmful to self and others and will not be genuine.  Holmgren 

argued that premature self-forgiveness is accomplished by a failing to take responsibility 

or identify an offense as wrong, perhaps accomplished by self-deception or 

rationalization.  She argued that such processes deprive the offender of the “self-respect 

and healing that he [sic] could attain by honestly acknowledging the wrong, addressing it 

to the best of his ability, and then truly forgiving himself for having committed it” (p. 

122).   
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Hall and Fincham (2005) synthesized Enright et al.’s (1996) and Holmgren’s 

(2002) descriptions.  According to Hall and Fincham, “pseudo self-forgiveness occurs 

when an offender fails to acknowledge wrongdoing and accept responsibility.  In such a 

situation, one may indicate that one has forgiven oneself when, in fact, one does not 

believe one did anything wrong” (p. 626).  Failure to accept responsibility or 

acknowledge an offense as wrong thus circumvents a need for self-forgiveness, rendering 

it unnecessary.  However, they argued that this process may result in a self-deceptive 

sense of self-forgiveness.  For instance, an individual may feel more comfortable 

discussing the event, more self-benevolent, and less self-punishing.  The difference 

between authentic and pseudo self-forgiveness therefore lies in process.  As argued by 

Tangney et al. (2005):  

Pseudo self-forgiveness may appear to result in a similar end state (being at peace 
with oneself), but it is essentially gained by a moral, cognitive, and affective 
shortcut—bypassing acceptance of responsibility, acknowledgement of harmful 
consequences, and negative self-conscious emotions.   (p. 145)  
 

For example, one may feel self-forgiven after one decides an offense is someone else’s 

fault, of little negative consequence, or morally justified.  As argued by Hall and Fincham 

(2005), such defensive processes may lead individuals to genuinely believe they have 

forgiven themselves.  Consequently, as argued by both Tangney et al. (2005) and Hall 

and Fincham (2005), much of what people experience and describe as instances of ‘self-

forgiveness’ may actually be pseudo self-forgiveness.  However, such ‘self-forgiveness’ 

differs markedly from the authentic self-forgiveness described by theorists.  

If pseudo and authentic self-forgiveness result in similar ending states, does it 

matter by what process offenders reach those states?  For example, both authentic and 

pseudo self-forgiveness likely attenuate stress and may therefore confer immune benefits 
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(Seybold, Hill, Neumann, & Chi, 2001).  However, theorists have long been critical of 

pseudo self-forgiveness and processes resembling it.  Several theorists have argued that 

pseudo self-forgiveness is immoral (Downie, 1965; Horsbrugh, 1974) and violates 

principles of justice (Murphy, 2002), allowing individuals to escape negative feelings 

without consequence.  Others have argued that it cheapens the process of recovery (Vitz 

& Meade, 2011) and inhibits conciliatory behaviors (e.g., apology; Tangney et al., 2005) 

that provide validation for victims (Eaton, Struthers, & Santelli, 2006) and initiate 

relational repair (Worthington, 2006).  Pseudo self-forgiveness may also prevent 

offenders from experiencing the benefits of authentic self-forgiveness (Fisher & Exline, 

2006; Holmgren, 2002).  For example, individuals experience humbling change in the 

wake of self-forgiveness, but only when responsibility is high (Fisher & Exline, 2006).  

By avoiding the costly process of responsibility acceptance and authentic self-

forgiveness, offenders may also avoid some of its important benefits.   

 
Toward a Unified Model of Pseudo Self-Forgiveness 

  Pseudo self-forgiveness has been described by several theorists, yet there has been 

no attempt to integrate these descriptions into a testable theoretical model.  On the basis 

of existing descriptions and findings, I propose that pseudo self-forgiveness be defined as 

a minimization of self-unforgiveness that is facilitated by defensively motivated 

manipulations of one’s perceived need for self-forgiveness.  This definition has three 

components. 

 
Minimization of self-unforgiveness.  First, pseudo self-forgiveness is a 

minimization of self-unforgiveness, the negatively valenced self-directed motivation, 
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emotion, and cognition that follows offending behavior (see Enright et al., 1996; Hall & 

Fincham, 2005; Mullet, Neto, & Rivière, 2005; Thompson et al., 2005).  In this sense, 

pseudo self-forgiveness is similar to authentic self-forgiveness and may benefit the 

offender, minimizing stress and suffering.  For example, relative to individuals who have 

not self-forgiven, pseudo self-forgiven individuals should experience low levels of 

negative self-directed emotion (e.g., shame, guilt), low levels of self-punishment, low 

levels of avoidance of offense-related stimuli, and high levels of self-benevolence.  As 

summarized by Tangney et al. (2005), they should be able to “act bad” but not “feel bad” 

(p. 151).   

According to the proposed model, individuals who pseudo self-forgive (1) inhibit 

initial self-unforgiving responses and/or (2) reduce them once they arise.  The former 

preemptive type could also be called “pseudo self-forbearance,” given its resemblance to 

the interpersonal forbearance construct in which individuals overlook an offense from the 

beginning (see McCullough, Fincham, & Tsang, 2003).  Most descriptions of pseudo 

self-forgiveness have emphasized the former self-forbearing pattern (e.g., Enright et al., 

1996; Hall & Fincham, 2005; Tangney et al., 2005).  However, as argued by theorists, the 

essential difference between pseudo and authentic self-forgiveness is not timing but the 

underlying defensive process by which it is achieved (Hall & Fincham, 2005; Tangney et 

al., 2005; see below).  For example, one may externalize blame or rationalize after the 

onset of negative emotion, reducing unforgiveness.  Consequently, both avoidance and 

reduction of self-unforgiveness are considered here as potential forms of pseudo self-

forgiveness.   
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Avoiding and reducing perceived need for self-forgiveness.  Second, the peace 

experienced by pseudo self-forgiven individuals is achieved by manipulation of one’s 

perceived need for self-forgiveness.  How is this manipulation accomplished? As noted 

previously, Enright and Coyle (1998) described forms of interpersonal pseudo 

forgiveness (denying, forgetting, excusing, condoning, etc.) that make the need for 

forgiveness a “moot point” (p. 141).  Similar processes have been described with respect 

to self-forgiveness and may largely impact self-forgiveness through their impact on 

perceptions of the offense (Hall & Fincham, 2005; Tangney et al., 2005).   

Most existing descriptions of pseudo self-forgiveness have focused on minimized 

perceptions of responsibility (e.g., Fisher & Exline, 2006; Hall & Fincham, 2005; 

Tangney, et al., 2005).  Low levels of responsibility predict increased self-forgiveness 

and, for example, why narcissists feel less negative emotions in the wake of transgression 

(Fisher & Exline, 2006).  Low levels of responsibility may therefore obviate the need for 

self-forgiveness.  For example, Struthers, Eaton, Mendoza, Santelli, and Shirvani (2010) 

found that people have an easier time forgiving others for low-responsibility offenses 

because they see the forgiveness process as less relevant and necessary.   

Defensive avoidance of responsibility may be accomplished in several ways.  For 

example, individuals may make external attributions for offenses or blame their behaviors 

on others (e.g., Fast & Tiedens, 2010).  Consistent with this, Zechmeister and Romero 

(2002) found that blaming a victim for a recalled transgression predicted increased self-

forgiveness.  One may also selectively recall details that minimize responsibility.  

Stillwell and Baumeister (1997) had participants read an offense vignette from the 
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perspective of the offender, the victim, or a neutral observer.  Participants who read the 

vignette as an offender recalled details that minimized perceptions of responsibility.   

In addition to responsibility avoidance, pseudo self-forgiveness may be facilitated 

by other means, such as a minimization of severity (Hall & Fincham, 2005; Tangney et 

al., 2005).  For example, Tangney et al. (2005) described pseudo self-forgiveness as a 

process by which an “offense and its consequences are brushed off, minimized, excused 

and/or blamed on others” (p. 144).  Although minimization of severity has received less 

attention than avoidance of responsibility, this suggestion is consistent with existing 

findings.  Within-person fluctuations in severity perceptions over time predict unique 

change in self-forgiveness (Hall & Fincham, 2008).  Zechmeister and Romero (2002) 

found that participants who described victims as overreacting appeared more self-

forgiving.  Xuereb, Ireland, and Davies (2009) found a tendency to minimize harm 

predicted decreased chronic self-blame and negative emotionality among prison inmates.   

 
Motivation for pseudo self-forgiveness.  A third component of the proposed 

definition is that pseudo self-forgiveness is defensively motivated.  Defensiveness may 

distinguish between pseudo self-forgiveness and reductions in perceived need for self-

forgiveness that occur as part of authentic self-forgiveness processes (e.g., making 

amends, apologizing; see Sandage et al., 2000; Witvliet et al., 2002).  If pseudo self-

forgiveness is defensively motivated, however, this raises the question: “defending 

against what?”  

Existing descriptions of pseudo self-forgiveness have highlighted the avoidance 

of two factors: effort and negative self-directed emotion.  For example, Hall and Fincham 

(2005) described pseudo self-forgiveness as a path of least resistance: “Forgiveness 
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requires a great deal of inner strength, and thus pseudo-forgiveness may be an appealing 

alternative” (p. 627).  Individuals may pseudo self-forgive, they suggested, because it is 

easier and more comfortable: “True self-forgiveness is often a long and arduous process 

that requires much self-examination and may be very uncomfortable.  In contrast, pseudo 

self-forgiveness may be achieved by self-deception and/or rationalization” (p. 627).  

Enright et al. (1996) similarly described pseudo self-forgiveness as an effort to escape 

psychological pain, and Enright and Coyle (1998) described some of the strategies used 

in pseudo forgiveness (e.g., denial) as efforts to escape both negative affect and effort.   

To the degree that pseudo self-forgiveness is motivated by avoidance of negative 

affect, it is likely more motivated by shame than by guilt (Tangney et al., 2005).  As 

noted previously, shame and guilt have distinct motivational properties.  Whereas shame 

is generally associated with externalization of blame (Stuewig et al., 2009; Tangney & 

Dearing, 2002; Tangney et al., 1992, 2007), guilt is associated with approach behaviors 

that seek to remedy wrongs committed (Cryder et al., 2012).  It is generally believed that 

the avoidance-inducing properties of shame stem from the negative self-evaluations that 

precede it (Tangney & Dearing, 2002; Tangney et al., 2007).  Seeking to avoid such 

negative self-evaluations, individuals find ways to circumvent their shame experiences.  

This raises the possibility that pseudo self-forgiveness could be motivated more generally 

by self-image threat.  As individuals realize they are responsible for the commission of an 

offense, their positive self-evaluations become threatened.  Seeking to maintain positive 

self-evaluations, they find ways to alter their perceptions of the offense and their roles in 

it.  Such a possibility would further suggest that if individuals could protect themselves 

against such self-image threats, they might even be willing to experience the effort and 
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“non-trivial pangs of conscience” that theorists have argued are necessary antecedents for 

authentic self-forgiveness (Tangney et al., 2005, p. 145).  This possibility is suggested by 

self-affirmation theory (Steele, 1988).   

 
Threats to Self-Integrity and Self-Affirmation 

Social psychologists have long considered how individuals’ desires to maintain 

positive self-concepts influence how they think, feel, and act.  Individuals position 

themselves in relationship to others in ways that maximize positive self-images (Tesser, 

1988), and people tend to make attributions for successes and failures in ways that 

promote a positive self-views (Campbell & Sedikides, 1999).  Importantly, such self-

serving biases are strongest under conditions in which positive self-concepts are 

challenged (Campbell & Sedikides, 1999).  Self-affirmation theory (Steele, 1988) 

describes the motivation to maintain a sense of self-integrity and both defensive and non-

defensive ways to maintain them.  It may therefore provide a useful insight into why 

individuals pseudo self-forgive and how to prevent pseudo self-forgiveness. 

Self-affirmation theory posits that individuals are fundamentally motivated to 

maintain a sense of self-integrity.  By self-integrity, it is meant “a phenomenal experience 

of the self—conceptions and images—as adaptively and morally adequate, that is, as 

competent, good, coherent, unitary, stable, capable of free choice, capable of controlling 

important outcomes, and so on” (Steele, 1988, p. 262).  According to self-affirmation 

theory, self-integrity maintenance is facilitated by a flexible self-system that interprets 

oneself, one’s behaviors, and the surrounding world.  This system is activated by 

situations that threaten an individual’s sense of self-integrity and is responsible for 

interpreting and responding in ways that protect self-integrity. 
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A variety of situations can challenge self-integrity.  Individuals can fail at 

important tasks or be confronted with their undesirable characteristics (e.g., Leary, Terry, 

Allen, & Tate, 2009; Sherman et al., 2009).  Individuals might be confronted with their 

own hypocrisy (McConnell & Brown, 2010), personal failures (Fast & Tiedens, 2010), or 

failures in relationships (Jaremka, Bunyan, Collins, & Sherman, 2011).  Given the range 

and commonality of threatening situations and stimuli, self-integrity threats are likely 

everyday experiences to which individuals must routinely respond (Sherman & Cohen, 

2006; Steele, 1988).  Self-forgiveness (and pseudo self-forgiveness) may also be relevant 

in many of these same situations.   

Self-affirmation theory asserts that there are two ways the self-system can 

maintain a sense of self-integrity following threat.  One can respond defensively, making 

external attributions for failures (e.g., Fast & Tiedens, 2010) or reducing the discrepancy 

between attitudes and actions (Festinger, 1957).  Individuals may rationalize moral 

shortcomings (e.g., Tsang, 2002) or downplay the credibility of threatening information 

(Cohen, Aronson, & Steele, 2000).  Similar self-threat / self-image maintenance models 

have been proposed to explain a variety of self-serving biases (e.g., Campbell & 

Sedikides, 1999).  The theme behind these models is that individuals respond in ways so 

as to preserve a positive self-image.   

It seems likely that pseudo self-forgiveness would be similarly motivated by self-

integrity threat.  The knowledge that one is responsible for committing a severe offense 

should threaten one’s sense of “moral and adaptive adequacy” (Steele, 1988, p. 263).  For 

example, Enright et al. (1996) suggested that individuals experience negative shifts in 

self-concept and lowered self-esteem in the uncovering phase.  Self-affirmation theory 
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suggests that this self threat may motivate the defensive responses that facilitate pseudo 

self-forgiveness.  From this perspective, pseudo self-forgiveness may simply be the self-

system doing what it does best: minimizing threats to self-integrity in order to maintain a 

positive self-image.   

According to self-affirmation theory, however, the self-system is flexible.  Instead 

of responding defensively, individuals can bolster their sense of self-integrity through 

self-affirmation.  Since the goal of the self-system is to maintain a sense of self-integrity, 

it is not necessary that every threat be countered individually.  Self-integrity can be seen 

as a resource that is depleted by threat but can be buffered by reflecting positively on the 

self in other unrelated (and unthreatened) domains.  Reflecting positively on the self in 

other domains (e.g., important values, positive characteristics; McQueen & Klein, 2006) 

enables one to maintain a sense of self-integrity in the face of threat, rendering defensive 

responses unnecessary.   

Research has repeatedly supported self-affirmation theory (for reviews, see 

McQueen & Klein, 2006; Sherman & Cohen, 2006).  Self-affirmations have frequently 

been shown to reduce cognitive dissonance effects (e.g., McConnell & Brown, 2010; 

Nail, Misak, & Davis, 2004; McQueen & Klein, 2006).  Self-affirmations also make 

individuals more open to threatening information, such as information that challenges 

political beliefs or indicates one is behaving unhealthily (Cohen et al., 2000; Sherman et 

al., 2009).  These effects are not explainable by elevated mood and instead appear to 

reflect buffered self-image (Cohen et al., 2000).   

Few self-affirmation studies have examined defensive responses following the 

commission of interpersonal offenses.  However, existing evidence suggests that self-
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affirmation should reduce post-offense defensiveness.  Jaremka et al. (2011) had 

participants write about secrets they were actively keeping from a partner that could 

cause problems for their relationships.  Among participants with low self-esteem, this 

writing task increased defensive distancing behaviors, such as expressing divestment in 

the relationship, derogating partners, and intending to behave poorly in the relationship.  

This effect was attenuated among self-affirmed participants.  Recent evidence also shows 

that self-affirmations can reduce blame-contagion.  Fast and Tiedens (2011) showed that 

blaming (attributing one’s own failures to external causes) is socially contagious.  

Participants who were exposed to examples of others making external attributions for 

failures were more likely to attribute an unrelated, recalled failure and a scenario-based 

failure to external causes.  This effect was eliminated for participants who were self-

affirmed.  Miron, Branscombe, and Biernat (2010) similarly showed that affirmation can 

reduce ingroup biases in evaluation of a group’s past transgressions.  In all three studies, 

defensive responses consistent with post-transgression behavior were attenuated by self-

affirmation, suggesting that these responses were motivated by threats to self-integrity.   

 
The Present Research 

 Pseudo self-forgiveness is described here as sense of self-forgiveness that follows 

from defensively motivated responses that circumvent one’s perceived need for self-

forgiveness, such as avoidance of blame and minimization of responsibility.  It is further 

argued that individuals systematically engage in such processes in an effort to protect a 

sense of self-integrity.  This suggests that, if individuals’ self-images can be buffered 

through self-affirmation, they may be equipped with the psychological resources to take 

ownership of their transgressions and forego pseudo self-forgiveness.  In the present 
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research, I tested whether individuals would accept more responsibility and experience 

less self-forgiveness for a laboratory-based transgression following self-affirmation.   

Most recent self-forgiveness studies have utilized designs where participants 

recall real-world offenses (e.g., Cafaro & Exline, 2003; Exline et al., 2011; Fisher & 

Exline, 2006; Hall & Fincham, 2008; Wohl, DeShea, & Wahkinney, 2008; Wohl, Pychyl, 

& Bennett, 2010; Zechmeister & Romero, 2002).  Although this approach has allowed 

researchers to investigate serious real-world offenses, it would pose a number of 

limitations for the present purposes.  Because a recall approach uses nonstandardized 

offenses, objective differences in recalled offenses and individual differences in 

defensive biases become confounded.  Two individuals may recall offenses that differ in 

objective harmfulness, yet they may rate them equally harmful because one individual 

responds honestly while the other minimizes the harm he or she has committed.  

Accordingly, the use of a standardized offense is important for the present research.   

A recalled-offense approach also would be unsuitable for the present purposes 

because its ex-post-facto approach could impair the efficacy of a self-affirmation 

manipulation.  When individuals describe historical offenses, they describe events that 

have already been processed and to which they have already reacted.  Individuals who are 

going to rationalize, minimize, and avoid responsibility will likely have already done so 

prior to their participation in the study.  In such situations, self-affirmations do little to 

address self-integrity threat as individuals have already addressed that threat through 

defensive means.  This was demonstrated by Critcher, Dunning, and Armor (2010), who 

showed that self-affirmations work prospectively but not retroactively; they are 

successful in preventing defensive responding but do not “undo” defensive responses that 
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have already formed.  To be effective, self-affirmations must take place prior to the 

initiation of defensive responses.   

One solution is to induce an offense in the laboratory under standardized 

conditions (Klass, 1978).  Previous research has used induced laboratory transgressions 

to study the effect of transgression on compliance and the consequences of receiving 

forgiveness from a third party (e.g., Kelln & Ellard, 1999; Neville & Brodt, 2010).  Such 

approaches can be adapted for the study of self-forgiveness.  An induced-transgression 

study allows for a high degree of standardization and experimental control.  Like a 

recalled-offense approach, an induced-transgression study allows for the assessment of 

participants’ real-life reactions.  This is important as approaches that assess imagined 

reactions (e.g., forecasting affect or self-forgiveness for a hypothetical offense; e.g., 

Bassett et al., 2008; McGraw, 1987; Tangney et al., 2005; Tangney, Boone, Fee, & 

Reinsmith, 1999) could tap participants personal theories and attitudes about how they 

would and should react, which are not always accurate (Barnes & Brown, 2010; Nisbett 

& Wilson, 1977).  In addition, an induced-transgression study allows for more 

psychological realism than vignette approaches and is more psychologically immediate 

than a recalled-offense approach.   

However, in designing an induced-transgression paradigm for the study of self-

forgiveness, several considerations must be made.  First, it is important that the 

participant feel that he or she has offended another participant, and not, for example, the 

experimenter.  Several studies have induced transgressions against the experimenter or 

the experiment, for example by rigging a camera to break (Cunningham, Steinberg, & 

Grev, 1980), prompting machinery to fail (e.g., Kassin & Kiechel, 1996; Kelln & Ellard, 
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1999; Wallace & Sadalla, 1966), inducing the participants to knock over a stack of index 

cards (Freedman et al., 1967), and inducing participants to lie to the experimenter 

(Freedman et al., 1967; McMillen & Austin, 1971).  Although such manipulations have 

been strong enough to elicit guilt from participants and induce compliance with 

subsequent requests from experimenters, they change the fundamental relationship 

between experimenter and participant.  The experimenter is no longer an objective data 

collector; he or she is an involved party to the transgression.  If participants are motivated 

to make reparations to the experimenter, it could motivate them to sound especially 

remorseful or repentant on experimenter-administered dependent measures.  For the 

study of self-forgiveness, then, these approaches are less desirable. 

Second, it is important to have an induced offense that is committed by all 

participants.  This is important to avoid a selection bias.  If the design is such that it is left 

up to participants to decide whether or not to commit a tempting offense such as cheating 

on a coin toss (e.g., Batson, 2008) or defecting in a prisoner’s dilemma game (e.g., 

Ketelaar & Au, 2003), then participants who resist temptation would be systematically 

eliminated, threatening the generalizability and validity of findings.  It is therefore 

necessary that all participants be induced to commit the offense.  Although the offense 

will be induced, at the same time it is important that participants perceive themselves as 

at least somewhat responsible for the offense.  One way to encourage this is to provide 

responsibility cues.  For example, Martin et al. (2010) staged a collision between a 

confederate carrying papers and a participant.  When the confederate attributed 

responsibility for the collision to the participant (as opposed to himself or herself), 

participants reported experiencing significantly more guilt.    
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A third consideration for the development of an induced-transgression paradigm 

for the study of pseudo (and authentic) self-forgiveness is that the offense must be severe 

enough to avoid ceiling effects for self-forgiveness.  One obvious limitation of induced-

transgression paradigms is that ethical considerations prohibit the use of severe 

transgressions (e.g., Milgram, 1963).  For example, it would be unethical for participants 

to believe they are seriously harming another individual.  Additionally, if the offense is 

too minimal, participants may opt to self-forbear and refrain from any self-unforgiveness, 

not out of a defensive response to threat, but because the objective offense does not 

warrant appreciable unforgiveness (Fincham, 2000; McCullough et al., 2003).  One 

solution to this problem is to make negative consequences salient, maximizing their 

potential psychological influence. 

An example induced-offense paradigm for the study of forgiveness was created 

by Neville and Brodt (2010).  Participants were induced to offend a confederate, and the 

effects of receiving forgiveness were examined.  Participants were paired with a 

confederate they believed to be another participant as part of a teamwork study.  After 

completing trust-building exercises, the participant and confederate were separated into 

cubicles, communicated over computers, and were told they must each independently 

complete two tasks.  Successful completion was ostensibly incentivized with raffle 

tickets.  Both the confederate and participant were told they succeeded on the first task, 

which involved arranging objects on a computer screen.  Following this, the confederate 

took the opportunity to “invest” his or her earned tickets in the participant’s performance 

on the second task, which was impossible.  The participant’s failure then caused both 
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participants to lose all tickets.  This paradigm offers a standardized offense for which the 

real participant feels responsible for an offense against another (fictitious) participant. 

To assess the effect of self-affirmation on pseudo self-forgiveness, participants in 

the present research completed a self-affirmation manipulation (McQueen & Klein, 2006) 

prior to offending a fictitious participant in a paradigm inspired by Neville and Brodt 

(2010).  Participants worked with a fictitious participant through a computer as part of a 

study ostensibly examining task incentives and consequences.  During the course of the 

study, participants were induced to fail at a task.  As a consequence, the fictitious 

participant lost money that was ostensibly to go towards helping a sibling in need.  The 

paradigm encouraged pseudo self-forgiveness by making attributions of responsibility 

ambiguous.  Specifically, the fictitious participant was given a choice early in the study to 

avoid putting money at risk.  It was hoped that this would create enough situational 

ambiguity to allow defensively motivated participants to self-deceptively deny their 

culpability.   

 

Hypotheses 

It was expected that self-affirmed participants would exhibit less pseudo self-

forgiveness than non-affirmed control participants.  Specifically, affirmed participants 

were expected to report less self-forgiveness than non-affirmed participants, mediated by 

increased perceptions of personal responsibility.  This pattern of results would suggest 

that participants engaged in less pseudo (as opposed to authentic) self-forgiveness 

following self-affirmation. 

Hypothesis 1: Affirmed participants will engage in less pseudo self-forgiveness 

than control participants. 
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• Hypothesis 1a: Affirmed participants will self-report less self-forgiveness.  
 

• Hypothesis 1b: Affirmed participants will accept more responsibility.  
 

• Hypothesis 1c: The relationship between affirmation and self-forgiveness will 
be mediated by responsibility. 
 

It was primarily expected that affirmed participants would take more responsibility for 

the offense.  For exploratory purposes, it was also considered whether they would blame 

their partners or the situation less or would see the offense as more severe.  

Because affirmed participants were expected to accept more responsibility, they 

were also expected to feel more negative self-directed emotion.  Specifically, affirmed 

participants were expected to experience more guilt, which would also mediate the effect 

of affirmation on self-forgiveness.  Because the affirmation was expected to buffer 

participant’s self-images, and because shame involves negative self-construal, affirmed 

participants were not expected to experience shame to the same degree as guilt.  

Hypothesis 2: Affirmed participants will experience more negative moral emotion 

• Hypothesis 2a: Affirmed participants will experience more guilt; this 
effect will be weaker or nonexistent for shame. 
 

• Hypothesis 2b: Emotion will mediate the effect of affirmation on self-
forgiveness.  
 

• Hypothesis 2c: The effect of affirmation on emotion will be mediated by 
increased responsibility. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
Method 

 
 

Participants completed a laboratory-based transgression induction inspired by 

Neville and Brodt (2010).  In the procedure, each participant believed he or she was 

working with a partner who would lose a sum of money unless the participant performed 

well on a task.  To make the situation impactful, the partner disclosed that the money 

would go to help a sibling in need.  The participant was then induced to fail at the 

(impossible) task, causing the partner to lose the money and express negative reactions.  

Participant self-forgiveness was then assessed.  To encourage pseudo self-forgiveness, 

the situation was designed to make attributions of responsibility ambiguous. Participants 

were randomly given self-affirming or control feedback about their personalities prior to 

the induced failure.   

 

Participants and Design 

Participants were 113 undergraduate psychology students from Baylor University 

(66 male, 47 female), who participated in exchange for partial course credit.  Data 

collection was predetermined to finish at the end of the Spring 2012 semester assuming a 

minimum of 100 participants completed the procedure.  Participants had a mean age of 

19.43 years (SD = 1.49) and were primarily Caucasian (54%), Asian (15%), Hispanic 

(14%), and African-American (12%).  Of the 113 participants, 2 were excluded because 

language barriers prevented them from understanding the study, and 3 were excluded 

because their responses during the post-experimental interview indicated that they had 
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not paid attention to important aspects of the procedure.  In addition, 10 participants were 

excluded due to suspicion.  Removal due to suspicion was not related to experimental 

condition, χ2(1, N = 108) = 0.62, p = .43, φ = -.08 or gender, χ2(1, N = 108) = 0.03, p = 

.86, φ = -.17.  This left a final sample of 98 participants (56 male, 42 female).   

 

Design and Procedure 

The study utilized an independent-samples (affirmation, no-affirmation) t-test 

design.  The primary dependent variable was self-forgiveness and responsibility.  Shame 

and guilt were assessed as mediators.  

Participants arrived at the laboratory by individual appointment under the cover 

story that they were working with another participant on a study examining the effect of 

task consequences on impressions.  To minimize self-presentation effects (Jones & 

Pittman, 1982), participants were run by a same-sex experimenter.  Each participant was 

seated singly in a small room with a computer.  The experimenter gave the participant a 

consent form and introduction sheet explaining the cover story, then left ostensibly to seat 

a second participant.  In reality, no other participant existed.   

After seating the fictitious participant, the experimenter returned and went over 

the introduction sheet in detail.  The experimenter explained that the participant had been 

partnered with another psychology student of the same gender, seated in the next room.  

Each participant was to complete a task; however, the participant’s partner had been 

randomly assigned to receive up to $20 based on performance.  Supposedly the two 

participants’ impressions of the tasks and each other were to be compared.  Also as part 

of the cover story, the experimenter explained that the study would manipulate the degree 

to which the tasks were interdependent, the amount of information they would have about 
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each other, and whether or not they would meet in-person.  The experimenter then gave 

the participant a sheet explaining his or her supposed experimental condition—in reality, 

the same for all participants—and left to explain the study to the other participant.   

When the participant finished reading the condition sheet, the experimenter 

returned and explained the sheet in more detail.  The experimenter explained that the 

participant’s partner would have the option to make the task interdependent.  The 

experimenter referred to this as the “trust” option and explained that the partner would 

choose whether or not to trust the participant.  The trust option, if chosen, would make 

the fictitious partner’s money contingent on the real participant’s performance.  In this 

case, a successful performance from the participant would double the partner’s money, 

whereas an unsuccessful performance would cause the partner to lose all money.  

However, it was noted that this would only be the case if the partner chooses to trust, 

which was up to the partner.  This aspect of the cover story was intended to put the 

participant in a position to become responsible for the partner’s outcomes while 

simultaneously giving the participant wiggle room when determining responsibility for 

any loss of money.   

The experimenter also explained that the participant’s partner was in a ‘discloser’ 

condition, and, after the task, would disclose responses to a post-task reactions 

questionnaire.  Ostensibly a manipulation of knowledge about the partner, this was 

intended to later give the upset partner a chance to express emotions to the participant.  

Finally, it was explained that the participants were in an indirect-interaction condition 

and would interact only over the computer. 
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After the study was fully explained, the experimenter logged the participant onto 

the study using the Qualtrics research software.  The participant was first instructed to 

write a short introduction: 

To begin, we would like you to introduce yourself to the other participant.  The 
goal is to get to know a little bit about each other before going forward with the 
study.  You will both write an introduction to share with each other.  In the box 
below, please tell the other participant a little bit about yourself.  For example, 
you might share your year at Baylor, your interests, where you are from, and so 
on.  To protect privacy, please do not share your name.  However, feel free to 
share anything else.  Because the other participant is eligible for positive task 
consequences, [he/she] has also been asked to share how [he/she] would spend 
any money [he/she] receives as part of the study today. 
 

After the real participant sent his or her message, the computer simulated a short delay 

and delivered a prewritten message introducing the partner and describing a same-gender 

sibling in need:  

Hey I’m a freshman and I’m taking intro to psych this semester.  I haven’t 
decided on a major yet, but I might do psychology.  I’m 19 years old and I’m 
from Dallas, I like listening to music, hanging out with my friends and watching 
movies.  I will give any money from the study to my brother.  He got laid off from 
his job and hasn’t been able to find another one yet.  He is having a hard time 
paying for groceries and is worried about losing his apartment.  He could really 
use the help. 
 

This was intended to help build a sense of rapport between the two participants, present a 

need for the money, and to make the future loss of the money more impactful.   

 Following this, the participant was taken to a screen explaining how the tasks 

were scored and the experimenter returned shortly to verbally describe this information.  

It explained that the partner’s score on the task would be converted to a 20-point scale, 

with the partner earning $1 for each point ($20 for perfect performance).  The participant 

was told that his or her own performance would simply be graded as “successful” or 

“unsuccessful,” where “successful” simply meant getting a “decent portion” of the way 
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through the task and a “decent number” of correct responses.  To make the later failure 

induction credible, specific success criteria were not provided.  The experimenter also 

casually mentioned that most people found the task doable in the time allotted.  

Following a short delay, the computer alerted the participant that his or her 

partner had chosen the trust option, accompanied by a trust-conveying message (“we got 

this”) from the partner.  At this point, the participant was informed that his or her 

performance could influence the amount of money the partner would receive. 

The participant next received the self-affirmation manipulation, which consisted 

of a bogus personality survey followed by positive feedback (see McQueen & Klein, 

2006, for a review of affirmation methods).  The experimenter informed the participant 

that he or she was to complete the “Harvard Personality Questionnaire,” which could 

predict future romantic success and desirability by future employers.  Participants were 

further told that, after the survey, they would be taken to a screen from a feedback system 

under development.  It was asked that participants pay attention to the feedback and, at 

the end of the study, provide the experimenter with any helpful comments about it.  

Participants next completed the “Harvard Personality Questionnaire,” in actuality a Big 

Five measure of personality.  Competence-related items were removed to prevent 

participants from accidentally affirming in the same domain as the subsequent failure.   

At the end of the survey, half of participants were randomly assigned by the 

computer to a self-affirmation condition in which they were told they would be able to 

view their scores.  The other half were assigned to a control condition in which they were 

told that they were not able to see their scores, so they would simply view example 

feedback.  Participants were then directed to a feedback screen based on similar 
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affirmation manipulations by Steele, Spencer, and Lynch (1993) and Bernstein, Young, 

and Hugenberg (2007).  The feedback was the same in both conditions, except that in the 

control condition it was written hypothetically.  The feedback praised participants on 

their “personality strength” and indicated they would have good luck with relationships 

and be desirable for jobs in the future.  Participants then completed a brief measure of 

state self-esteem (Stapel & van der Linde, 2011) as a manipulation check.    

Following this, the experimenter gave participants a task-instructions and practice 

sheet and explained the task.  The task was a number-circling task designed by Batson 

and colleagues that has been used in research on helping and prejudice (e.g., Batson, 

Eidelman, Higley, & Russel, 2001; Batson, Floyd, Meyer, & Winner, 1999).  This task 

was selected because the standard for successful completion is ambiguous and false 

failure feedback would be credible.  The task consisted of a sheet of numbers.  

Participants worked through each line from left to right, crossing out all numbers except 

for pairs of 13 and 47, which were to be circled.  Participants were given two minutes and 

were encouraged to work quickly but accurately.  After explaining the task, the 

experimenter set two timers (one for the experimenter and one to leave with the 

participant) and allowed the participant to begin.   

When the participant’s time expired, the experimenter returned to collect the 

sheets.  While counting the number of circled pairs, the experimenter looked concerned, 

asking, “Now, did you have any problems or distractions while you were working on 

this?”  When the participant indicated no, the experimenter responded, “Ok.  People 

usually make it farther than this so I just wanted to make sure nothing came up while you 

were working on it.”  This was intended to heighten the participant’s sense of failure and 
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reiterate that the participant did poorly.  The experimenter then input the participant’s 

score into the computer and left the room.   

The participant was then directed to a results screen that was the same for all 

participants.  This screen indicated that the participant had failed the task.  It further 

indicated that, although the participant’s partner would have earned $18 on his or her 

own, the participant’s failure in conjunction with the trust decision caused the partner to 

receive $0.   

Next, the experimenter returned and directed the participant to view their 

partner’s ‘reactions questionnaire.’  The participant was taken to a screen reminding them 

of the cover story:  

As mentioned earlier, one thing that might influence impressions is how much 
information we have about others.  In your experimental condition, your partner 
has agreed to complete a short questionnaire about his/her feelings and reactions 
about the study so far.  You will get to view a random selection from this 
questionnaire. 
 

The actual purpose of this was to allow the participant to observe the emotional 

consequences of the failure for his or her partner and was designed to enhance the sense 

of transgression.  The experimenter left the room, and the participant waited while the 

fictitious participant ostensibly completed the questionnaire.  After 35 s, the participant 

was presented with a small selection from his or her partner’s survey.  The partner listed 

three emotions (upset, sad, disappointed) and rated the extent to which he or she felt them 

on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = a great deal).  Each emotion was felt to a 

moderate/high degree.  After viewing the fictitious participant’s reactions, the participant 

was taken to a final computerized survey containing the dependent measures.   
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 Following the survey, participants were given a thorough debriefing following 

guidelines presented by Aronson, Ellsworth, Carlsmith, and Gonzales (1990) and were 

carefully dehoaxed.  Participants were thoroughly probed for suspicion, and the 

experimenter carefully checked for emotional distress.  Participants were then instructed 

not to discuss the study with other students and were thanked for their time.   

 

Measures 

 

Failure Induction Manipulation Checks 

At the beginning of the final survey, participants answered three questions 

designed to assess the degree to which the failure induction was successful.  Participants 

first indicated whether they succeeded or failed at their task.  Participants next reported 

the consequences of their task performance (1 = other participant lost money, 2 = no 

consequences, 3 = other participant gained money) and how their performance compared 

to others (1 = below average, 2 = average, 3 = above average).   

 

Responsibility Attributions 

  Participants were asked 6 items assessing responsibility using an 11-point Likert 

scale (0 = not at all responsible, 10 = completely responsible).  Two questions assessed 

participants’ perceived responsibility for the offense: “To what degree were you 

responsible for the other participant receiving zero dollars,” and “to what degree were 

you responsible for how the other participant felt after receiving the task consequences?”  

Two questions assessed the degree to which participants blamed their partners: “To what 

degree was the other participant responsible for receiving $0,” and “to what degree was 

the other participant responsible for how he/she felt after receiving the task 
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consequences?”  Finally, two items assessed the degree to which participants blamed 

external forces: “To what degree were forces outside either of your control (e.g., the 

situation, luck or chance, etc.) responsible for the other participant receiving $0,” and “to 

what degree were forces outside either of your control (e.g., the situation, luck or chance, 

etc.) responsible for how the other participant felt after receiving the task consequences?”  

The two participant-responsibility items correlated at r = .52, p < .001; the two partner-

responsibility items correlated at r = .44, p < .001; and the two external-attributions items 

correlated at r = .35¸ p < .001.  Although these correlations were somewhat low, results 

were qualitatively the same when items were analyzed individually versus as three 

indices of responsibility, so they were retained as indices of participant, partner, and 

external responsibility as originally intended.   

 
Offense Severity 

For exploratory purposes, a measure of perceived severity was included based on 

the perceived-harm item used by Hall and Fincham (2008): “How did your task 

performance affect the other person?”  Participants responded on a 7-point Likert scale (1 

= very positively, 7 = very negatively).   

 

Self-Forgiveness 

Self-forgiveness was assessed in two ways.  Following Hall and Fincham (2008), 

participants were asked to indicate on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not forgiven self at all, 7 

= forgiven self completely), “To what degree do you forgive yourself for how your task 

performance affected the other participant?”  Next, participants completed the feelings 

and actions subscale of the State Self-Forgiveness Scale (Wohl et al., 2008).  This scale 
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consists of 8 items that measure self-forgiving responses for a specific offense.  

Participants read the initial stem, “As I consider the outcome of the study (e.g., task 

outcomes, how the other participant felt), I …” and indicated their agreement or 

disagreement on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).  

Sample items include “feel accepting of myself” and “put myself down” (reverse-scored).  

Following Exline et al. (2011), only the feelings and actions subscale was administered.  

The beliefs subscale was not used as its items are conceptually closer to antecedents of 

self-forgiveness (i.e., shame), with items such as “I believe I am awful,” rather than self-

forgiveness.  Reliability for the feelings and actions subscale was good, α = .90.   

 

Shame and Guilt 

Participants’ offense-specific guilt and shame were assessed with the remorse and 

self-condemnation scales developed by Fisher and Exline (2006) and Exline et al. (2011).  

Participants read the prompt, “When you think about the outcome of the experiment, to 

what extent do you feel .  .  .  ” followed by 10 items, each rated on an 11-point Likert 

scale (0 = not at all, 10 = extremely).   

The remorse subscale measures offense-specific guilt and includes six items 

assessing the degree to which participants feel bad about the offending behavior.  Sample 

remorse items included “guilty,” “remorse,” and “regret about what you did.”  Internal 

reliability was excellent, α = .92.  The self-condemnation subscale measures offense-

specific shame was assessed with four items measuring the degree to which individuals 

feel bad about themselves following an offense.  Sample self-condemnation items 

included “like a bad person” and “angry at myself.”  Internal reliability was good, α = 

.83.  Fisher and Exline (2006) and Exline et al. (2011) present evidence for validity and 
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note that although both subscales predict self-forgiveness, only remorse uniquely predicts 

conciliatory behaviors, whereas self-condemnation is a more important for self-

forgiveness (Exline et al., 2011; Fisher & Exline, 2006). 

 
State Self-Esteem 

State self-esteem was assessed immediately after the affirmation as a 

manipulation check using three items provided by Stapel and van der Linde (2011).  

These items include “At the moment, I am very satisfied with myself,” “At the moment, I 

feel good about myself,” and “At the moment, I tend not to appreciate myself” (reverse-

scored).  Participants responded to each item on a 9-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 9 = 

very much).  These items were derived from two larger self-esteem scales (Stapel & van 

der Linde, 2011).  Internal reliability was good, α = .89.  These items were surrounded by 

dummy items assessing self-concept clarity and interpersonal connectedness to disguise 

their purpose.  This measure was chosen over longer scales (e.g., Heatherton & Polivy, 

1991) because a longer scale could risk alerting participants to the purpose of the self-

affirmation.   

 
Individual Differences Measures 

Participants completed the Test of Self-Conscious Affect 3 (TOSCA-3, Tangney, 

Wagner, & Gramzow, 2000).  This measure has been used to predict self-forgiveness in 

prior research (Fisher & Exline, 2006; Rangganadhan & Todorov, 2010) and contains 11 

scenarios involving potentially shame-inducing and guilt-inducing situations (e.g., 

“While playing around, you throw a ball and it hits your friend in the face”).  Two 

subscales were analyzed for the present purposes.  Participants answered some items 
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tapping tendencies to make external attributions of responsibility (“You would think 

maybe your friend needs more practice at catching”; α = .76), and some tapping 

tendencies to detach oneself through blame-mitigating attributions, (e.g., “You would 

think: ‘It was just an accident’”; α = .72).  Each item was scored on a 5-point Likert scale, 

(1 = not likely, 5 = very likely).  Participants also completed a standard measure of self-

esteem (Rosenberg, 1965) and several exploratory individual differences measures not 

analyzed here.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Results 
 
 

Manipulation Checks 

 
All participants reported failing the task.  Two participants indicated that they did 

not believe that the failure cost their partners money.  Inspection of their responses from 

the post-experimental interview revealed that they believed their performance had 

prevented their partners from gaining money rather than causing them to lose it.  This 

interpretation was consistent with the cover story and the intent of the manipulation 

check, so these participants were retained for analyses.  In addition, twenty-seven 

participants (28%) indicated that they believed their performance was “average.”  

Because some defensiveness was anticipated in this paradigm, this item was included 

both to assist in troubleshooting the design and as a potential exploratory dependent 

variable.  Endorsement of this anchor did not significantly vary by condition, χ2(1, N = 

108) = 1.11, p = .29, φ = -.11.  Because all of these participants reported believing the 

essential elements of the cover story (failed the task, let down their partner), they were 

retained for analyses.  The decision to retain these participants was supported by the fact 

that the pattern of results was the same with and without these participants included; 

however, excluding them caused a marked drop in power and could have removed 

important variance in defensiveness.  

Descriptive statistics, comparisons by condition, and correlations are given in 

Tables 1 and 2.  Several variables were transformed to improve normality following 

guidelines presented by Tabachnik and Fidell (2007).  State self-esteem was square-root
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics by condition for dependent variables 
 

Note: SF = self-forgiveness single item. SFS = Self-forgiveness scale. Resp = 
responsibility. 
 

 Table 2: Correlations among major study variables 

Note. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05, + p < .10.  All correlations are two-tailed.  SF = 
self-forgiveness.  SF = self-forgiveness single item.  SFS = Self-forgiveness scale.  Resp 
= responsibility.

Control  Affirmed  

Variable M  SD     M  SD    t(96)  p  d  

          SF 4.52 1.97 
 

4.12 1.99 
 

1.01 .31 .22 

          
SFS  60.67 17.85 

 
51.87 19.18 

 
2.34 .02 .47 

          
Resp (self)   17.11 5.40 

 
18.54 3.85 

 
-1.47 .15 .21 

          
Resp (partner)   8.76 5.48 

 
10.06 5.67 

 
-1.15 .25 .23 

          
Resp (situation)  10.78 5.11 

 
10.37 4.81 

 
0.42 .68 .08 

          
Self-condemn 11.33 7.84 

 
15.25 9.51 

 
-2.05 .04 .19 

          
Remorse 28.09 17.49 

 
32.83 16.12 

 
-1.40 .17 .28 

          
Severity 5.96 1.21 

 
6.08 1.01 

 
-0.72 .47 -.02 

          

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. SF 

2. SFS .66*** 

3. Resp (self) -.55*** -.46*** 

4. Resp (partner) .36*** .18+ -.48*** 

5. Resp (situation) -.06   .06 -.06 .10 

6. Self-condemn -.65*** -.79*** .51*** -.28**   -.05 

7. Remorse   -.68*** -.70*** .54*** -.27***   -.04 .77*** 

8. Severity -.44*** -.21* .46*** -.17+    .14 .31** .39*** 
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transformed.  Self-condemnation, participants’ perceived responsibility, and perceived 

severity were log transformed.  All variables that were reflected during transformation 

were re-reflected after transformation to maintain original directionality.   

 As a manipulation check, the affirmation and control conditions were examined to 

ensure that participants differed in state self-esteem.  Contrary to predictions, affirmed 

participants did not express higher state self-esteem (M = 22.83, SD = 3.39) than control 

participants (M = 22.15, SD = 4.15), t(96) = 0.40, p = .69, d = .15.  These results did not 

differ when examined separately by gender.  Because this measure and its validity 

evidence has been retracted (Stapel & van der Linde, 2011, retracted 2012), the validity 

of this scale was verified by comparing it with scores on the Rosenberg self-esteem scale.  

The two were moderately correlated, r = .70, p < .001, suggesting that the state measure 

successfully measured participants’ self-esteem.  Additionally, scores on the Rosenberg 

also did not differ by condition, with affirmed participants (M = 32.40, SD = 5.49) 

scoring comparably to control participants (M = 33.06, SD = 4.62), t(91) = 0.54, p = .65, 

d = .13.  The affirmation therefore did not appear to influence self-esteem. 

 

Effects on Self-Forgiveness 

The single-item self-forgiveness measure and Wohl et al. (2008) Self-Forgiveness 

Scale (SFS) behaved differently and were only moderately correlated, r = .66, p < .001.  

Consequently, they were assumed to have tapped different aspects of self-forgiveness.  

Results for each measure were considered separately.   

It was hypothesized that affirmation would reduce scores on measures of self-

forgiveness.  This hypothesis was partly supported.  There was no significant effect of 

affirmation on the single-item measure of self-forgiveness, t(96) = 1.01, p = .31, d = .22.  
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However, affirmed participants were significantly less self-forgiving on the SFS (M = 

51.87, SD =19.18) than control participants (M = 60.67, SD = 17.85), t(96) = 2.34, p = 

.02, d = .47.   

 Because the effects of affirmation were inconsistent for self-forgiveness and 

mostly nonsignificant for other dependent variables (see Table 1), supplemental analyses 

were conducted to look for affirmation effects separately by gender.  These analyses were 

completely exploratory as no gender differences were predicted.  However, the decision 

to probe for gender differences was supported by anecdotal evidence from the post-

experimental interviews suggesting that men were more defensive as well as gender 

differences on dispositional measures of defensiveness1.  Probing by gender allowed for 

the simultaneous evaluation of the main effects of self-affirmation as well as effects of 

affirmation within each gender. Results of these analyses are summarized in Table 3.  

Responses to the single-item self-forgiveness measure were subjected to a 2 

(control, affirmation) × 2 (male, female) analysis of variance.  There was no main effect 

of affirmation, F(1, 94) = 0.29, p = .59, ω2 < .001, or gender, F(1, 94) = 0.53, p = .82, ω2 

< .001.  However, there was a significant affirmation-by-gender interaction, F(1, 94) = 

12.77, p < .001, ω2 = .108.  Following Dunn’s procedure (Kirk, 1995), the interaction was 

probed with simple-main effects tests evaluated at α = .038 to control familywise error at 

.15.  Affirmed men scored as predicted, reporting significantly less self-forgiveness (M = 

3.41, SD = 2.08) than control men (M = 5.00, SD = 1.87), F(1, 94) = 10.08, p = .002, ω2 = 

.064.  Contrary to predictions, affirmed women trended higher (M = 4.88, SD = 1.59) 

than control women (M = 3.71, SD  = 1.93), F(1, 94) = 3.97, p = .05, ω2 = .027, although 

the effect was not significant at the .038 level.  Men scored higher than women in the 
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Table 3: Affirmation effects by gender 

 

Note:  SF = self-forgiveness single item.  SFS = self-forgiveness scale.  Resp-S = Responsibility—self.  Resp-P = Responsibility—
partner.  Resp-Sit = Responsibility—situation.  SC = self-condemnation. 

Main Effects Interaction Simple Main Effects 

Affirmation Gender Aff × Gender Men Women 

  F p ω
 2    F p ω

 2    F p ω
 2     F p ω

 2   F p ω
2  

 
SF 0.29 .59 < .001  0.53 .82 < .001  12.77     < .001    .108  10.08     .002 .064  3.97 .05   .03 

 
SFS 3.36 .06  .03 0.60 .44 < .001   5.59        .02    .043 10.85     .001 .092 0.09 .76 < .001 

 
Resp - S 0.13 .72 < .001 0.04 .84   .005   2.28        .09    .019  5.09   .03 .041 0.11 .74 < .001 

 
Resp - P 2.02 .51 < .001 0.44 .51 < .001   5.35        .02    .042  0.47   .49 < .001 6.01 .02  .05 

 
Resp - Sit 0.20 .66 < .001 0.03 .86 < .001   0.18        .66 < .001 

 
SC  3.88 .07  .02 0.31 .58 < .001 11.20        .001    .091 16.01 < .001 .134 0.98 .33 < .001 

 
Remorse 0.83 .37 < .001 1.04 .31 < .001   6.58        .01    .054  7.18   .009 .059 1.18 .28   .002 

 
Severity 0.19 .66 < .001 0.45 .51 < .001   0.03        .86 < .001 
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control condition, F(1, 94) = 5.10, p = .03, ω2 = .038, but lower than women in the 

affirmation condition, F(1, 94) = 8.00, p = .006, ω2 = .064.  Together, these results 

suggest a self-forgiveness-reducing effect of affirmation in men but not in women.  

Responses to the SFS were subjected to the same procedure.  There was a 

marginal self-forgiveness-reducing main effect of affirmation, F(1, 94) = 3.63, p = .06, 

ω
2 = .025.  There was no main effect of gender, F(1,94) = 0.60, p = .44, ω2 < .001, but 

there was a significant affirmation-by-gender interaction, F(1,94) = 5.59, p = .02, ω2 = 

.043.  Simple main effects tests within gender revealed that the affirmation significantly 

reduced men’s self-forgiveness, F(1, 94) = 10.85, p = .001, ω2 = .092, with affirmed men 

reporting less self-forgiveness (M = 49.00, SD = 19.87) than control men (M = 65.03, SD 

= 16.53).  There was no effect of affirmation among women, F(1, 94) = 0.09, p = .76, ω2 

< .001.  As before, the gender difference was significant in the control condition, F(1, 94) 

= 4.50, p = .04,  ω2 = .033, with control men scoring higher (M = 65.03, SD = 16.53) than 

control women (M = 53.24, SD = 18.03).  This difference disappeared in the affirmation 

condition, F(1, 94) = 1.39, p = .24, ω2 = .004.   

For both measures of self-forgiveness, therefore, the affirmation appeared to 

reduce men’s scores yet failed to significantly impact women’s scores.  

 
Potential Mechanisms 

 It was primarily expected that affirmed participants would take more 

responsibility than control participants.  It was also considered whether affirmed 

participants might blame their partners or situations less and/or make less defensive 

severity appraisals.  Because of the previously observed moderation by gender, these 

hypotheses were tested using 2 (control, affirmation) × 2 (male, female) analyses of 
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variance.  As before, these analyses allowed for tests of both the hypothesized main 

effects of affirmation and exploration of effects by gender. 

 

Responsibility 

There was no main effect of affirmation on participants’ perceived responsibility, 

F(1, 94) = 0.13, p = .72, ω2 < .001.  There was also no main effect of gender, F(1, 94) = 

0.04, p = .84, ω2 = .005.  There was a marginally significant responsibility-by-condition 

interaction, F(1, 94) = 2.28, p = .09, ω2 = .019.  As before, simple main-effects tests (α = 

.038) were used to decompose the interaction and revealed a significant responsibility-

enhancing effect in men, F(1, 94) = 5.09, p = .03, ω2 = .041, with affirmed men taking 

more responsibility (M = 19.11, SD = 3.89) than control men (M = 16.48, SD = 5.55).  

There was no effect of affirmation in women, F(1, 94) = 0.11, p = .74, ω2 < .001.  The 

gender difference was not significant in either the control condition, F(1, 94) = 1.05, p = 

.31, ω2 < .001, or the affirmation condition, F(1, 94) = 20.1, p = .16, ω2 = .010.  Thus, 

although the affirmation appeared to induce men to take additional responsibility while 

not impacting women, it is not clear how it impacted men relative to women.   

Although it was primarily hypothesized that affirmed participants would see 

themselves as more responsible, it was also considered whether non-affirmed participants 

might displace responsibility onto their partners or the situation.  There was no main 

effect of affirmation on attributions of partner responsibility, F(1, 94) = 2.02, p = .16, ω2 

= .010.  There was also no main effect of gender, F(1, 94) = 0.44, p = .51, ω2 < .001.  

However, there was a significant affirmation-by-gender interaction, F(1, 94) = 5.35, p = 

.02, ω2 = .042.  Simple main effects tests revealed a pattern opposite of that observed for 

attributions of personal responsibility.  The affirmation had no impact on men, F(1, 94) = 
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0.47, p = .49, ω2 < .001, but did on women, F(1, 94) = 6.01, p = .02, ω2 = .049, with 

affirmed women attributing more responsibility to their partners (M = 11.80, SD = 5.00) 

than control women (M = 7.59, SD = 4.70).  The interaction was such that there was no 

gender difference in the control condition, F(1, 94) = 1.24, p = .27, ω2 = .002, but a 

gender difference emerged in the affirmation-condition, F(1, 94) = 4.89, p = .03, ω2 = 

.038.  The affirmation appeared to increase women’s attributions of blame toward their 

partners from a level comparable to men’s to a level above men’s. 

External attributions of responsibility were explored next.  There was no main 

effect of affirmation, F(1, 94) = 0.20, p = .66, ω2 < .001, or gender, F(1, 94) = 0.03, p = 

.86, ω2 < .001.  The interaction was also not significant, F(1, 94) = 0.18, p = .66, ω2 < 

.001, so no further analyses were performed for external responsibility attributions. 

Together, these analyses suggest that the affirmation increased perceptions of 

personal responsibility among men only.  Further contrary to hypotheses, affirmation 

appeared to increase the degree to which women blamed their partners.  

 

Severity 

Perceptions of the negative consequences of participant performance were 

examined next.  There was no main effect of affirmation, F(1, 94) = 0.19, p = .66, ω2 < 

.001, or gender, F(1, 94) = 0.45, p = .51, ω2 < .001.  There was also no interaction 

between gender and affirmation, F(1, 94) = .03, p = .86, ω2 < .001.  Perceptions of harm 

therefore did not appear to have been influenced by the self-affirmation.   
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Effects on Negative Moral Emotions 

It was expected that defensive attributions would influence self-forgiveness by 

influencing guilt, with a weaker or non-existent effect predicted for shame.  

Results were first examined for guilt using the remorse scale.  The effect of 

affirmation on guilt was analyzed with 2 (control, affirmation) × 2 (male, female) 

ANOVA.  There was no main effect of affirmation, F(1, 94) = 0.83, p = .37,  ω2 < .001, 

or gender, F(1, 94) = 1.04, p = .31, ω2 < .001;  however, there was a significant 

affirmation-by-gender interaction, F(1, 94) = 6.58, p = .01, ω2 = .054.  Decomposition of 

the interaction revealed an affirmation effect in men, F(1, 94) = 7.18, p = .009, ω2 = .059, 

with affirmed men experiencing more remorse (M = 35.33, SD = 17.84) than control men 

(M = 23.62, SD = 16.68).  There was no effect of affirmation in women, F(1, 94) = 1.18, 

p = .28, ω2 = .002.  Men scored lower than women in the control condition, F(1, 94) = 

5.86, p = .02, ω2 = .047, but not in the affirmation condition, F(1, 94) = 1.32, p = .25, ω2 

= .003.  These results suggest that the affirmation raised men’s guilt from low levels to 

levels comparable to women’s.   

 Results were next examined for shame, measured with the self-condemnation 

scale.  There was a marginal main effect of affirmation on self-condemnation, F(1, 94) = 

3.88, p = .07, ω2 = .021, with affirmed participants (M = 15.25, SD = 9.51) experiencing 

more self-condemnation than control participants, (M = 11.33, SD = 7.84).  There was no 

main effect of gender, F(1, 94) = 0.31, p = .58, ω2 < .001.  However, there was a 

significant gender-by-affirmation interaction, F(1, 94) = 11.20, p = .001, ω2 = .091.  

Simple main effects tests revealed the affirmation increased self-condemnation in men, 

F(1, 94) = 16.01, p < .001, ω2 = .134, with affirmed men expressing considerably more 
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self-condemnation (M = 18.48, SD  = 10.53) than control men (M = 9.55, SD = 7.23).  

The effect in women was not significant, F(1, 94) = 0.98, p = .33, ω2 < .001.  Men 

expressed marginally less self-condemnation (M = 9.55, SD = 7.23) than women (M = 

14.35, SD = 8.13) in the control condition, F(1, 94) = 3.55, p = .06, ω2 = .023, but 

affirmed men expressed more self-condemnation (M = 18.48, SD  = 10.53) than affirmed 

women  (M = 11.76, SD = 6.88), F(1, 94) = 8.43, p = .005, ω2 = .066.  This suggests that 

the self-affirmation raised men’s shame from a level lower than women’s to a level 

higher than women’s. 

 Did the affirmation influence guilt more than shame, as originally predicted?  

Contrary to predictions, effect estimates for remorse were somewhat smaller than those 

for self-condemnation among men (guilt: ω2 = .059, shame: ω2 = .134), and nearly 

identical for women (guilt: ω2 = .002, shame: ω2 < .001).  Exploratory analyses were 

conducted to determine whether these unpredicted differences (primarily among men) 

were significant. Conditional effects of affirmation on emotions were calculated using the 

Process macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2012). Confidence intervals for effects were compared, 

with non-overlapping intervals indicating a significant difference in effects.  Gender (-0.5 

= male, 0.5 = female) and condition (-0.5 = control, 0.5 = affirmation) were dummy 

coded, and emotions were standardized.  Affirmation effects on guilt and shame did not 

significantly differ in men, with overlapping confidence intervals for guilt, β = 0.69, 95% 

CI [0.18, 1.21], and shame, β = 0.92, 95% CI [0.42, 1.42].  Similarly, among women, the 

confidence interval for affirmation’s effect on guilt, β = -0.33, 95% CI [-0.94, 0.27], 

overlapped with that for shame, β = -0.28, 95% CI [-0.88, 0.30].  The affirmation 

appeared to influence shame and guilt to similar degrees among both genders.  
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 Together, these results suggest that, as was observed with responsibility and self-

forgiveness, the affirmation influenced moral emotions in men but not women.  Although 

it was predicted that the affirmation would increase guilt more than shame, affirmation 

appeared to influence shame and guilt to similar degrees.  Whether these emotion effects 

might explain the gender-contingent effect of affirmation on self-forgiveness was 

considered next. 

 
Mediational Analyses 

It was hypothesized that self-affirmation would decrease self-forgiveness as 

mediated by increased personal responsibility.  Additionally, following Hall and 

Fincham’s (2005) model, it was hypothesized that emotion (primarily guilt, possibly 

shame) would mediate effects of affirmation on self-forgiveness and that responsibility 

would mediate the effects of affirmation on emotion.  Although no gender hypotheses 

were originally predicted, prior analyses revealed that all affirmation effects were 

qualified by gender.  Moderated mediation analyses were therefore performed (Preacher, 

Rucker, & Hayes, 2007) in which the mediated effects were allowed to vary by gender.   

Mediation was tested using the Process macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2012).  

Confidence intervals for the mediated effect were calculated using bias-corrected 

accelerated bootstrapped confidence intervals (see MacKinnon, Lockwood, & Williams, 

2004).  Significant mediation was indicated when the confidence intervals for a mediated 

effect did not contain zero.  Point-estimates for the percentage of each effect explained 

my mediators were also calculated, but following Hayes (2009), were interpreted with 

caution.  As above, dependent and mediator variables were standardized, while gender (-
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0.5 = male, 0.5 = female) and condition (-0.5 = control, 0.5 = affirmation) were dummy 

coded.  A summary of all mediation results is given in Table 4. 

 

Responsibility 

It was first determined whether changes in responsibility-taking would mediate 

the gender-contingent effect of affirmation on self-forgiveness.  Mediational analysis 

suggested that, for men, the effect of affirmation was mediated by responsibility.  

Affirmation and gender interacted marginally to predict responsibility (β = -0.70, p = 

.09), which in turn predicted both the single-item measure of self-forgiveness (β = -0.54, 

p < .001) and scores on the SFS (β = -0.44, p < .001).  Although the interaction term was 

marginal, significant mediated effects were observed for men on both measures of self-

forgiveness.  For the single-item measure of self-forgiveness, responsibility-taking in 

men significantly mediated the affirmation effect, estimate = -0.32, 95% CI [-0.68, -

0.04], explaining 40% of the effect.  No significant mediated effect was observed in 

women, estimate = 0.06, 95% CI [-0.28, 0.37].  Changes in responsibility-taking in men 

also explained a significant portion of the effect of affirmation on the SFS, estimate = -

0.26, 95% CI [-0.57, -0.03], explaining 31% of the effect.  As with the single-item 

measure of self-forgiveness, there was no mediated effect in women, estimate = 0.04, 

95% CI [-0.24, 0.31]. 

 

Moral Emotion 

Emotion was expected to mediate the affirmation effect on self-forgiveness, and 

responsibility was expected to mediate the effect of affirmation on emotion.  Because of 

the strong correlation between shame and guilt, r = .77, p < .001, analyses for shame and 
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Table 4: Mediated effects by gender 

Question and Hypotheses Gender Estimate 95% CI % mediated1 Supported? 

 

1. Was change in self-forgiveness mediated by responsibility? 

 

 Aff � Resp � SF  
  Men -0.32 [-0.68, -0.04] 40% Yes 
  Women  0.06 [-0.28, 0.37] – No 

 
 Aff � Resp � SFS   

  Men -0.26 [-0.57, -0.03] 31% Yes 
  Women  0.04 [-0.24, 0.31] – No 

 
 

2. Does emotion mediate the affirmation effect on self-forgiveness? 

 

 Aff � Remorse � SF  
  Men -0.47 [-0.88, -0.10] 59% Yes 
  Women  0.22 [-0.13, 0.66] – No 

 
 Aff � Remorse � SFS 

  Men -0.47 [-0.90, -0.12] 56% Yes 
  Women  0.22 [-0.19, 0.62] – No 

 
 Aff � Self-condemn � SF  

  Men -0.61 [-0.98, -0.27] 75% Yes2 
  Women  0.19 [-0.21, 0.55] – No 

 
 Aff � Self-condemn � SFS 

  Men -0.70 [-1.14, -0.32] 83% Yes2 
  Women  0.22 [-0.17, 0.70] – No 

 
 

3. Does responsibility mediate the affirmation effect on emotion? 

 

 Aff � Resp � Remorse 
  Men  0.32 [0.03, 0.64] 46% Yes 
  Women -0.05 [-0.36, 0.25] – No 

 
 Aff � Resp � Self-condemn 

  Men 0.29 [0.02, 0.59] 32% Yes 
  Women -0.05 [-0.34, 0.23] – No 

 

Note.  1Percentage mediated was only calculated if mediation was significant.  2Effect 
significantly persisted with responsibility controlled, suggesting some mediation was 
directly through emotion.  Aff = self-affirmation.  SF = self-forgiveness single item.  SFS 
= self-forgiveness scale.  Resp = personal responsibility.  Self-condemn = self-
condemnation.  Affirmation was dummy coded (-0.5, 0.5); all other variables were 
standardized. 
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measure of self-forgiveness, there was no mediated effect in women, estimate = 0.04, 

95% CI [-0.24, 0.31]. 

 

Moral Emotion 

Emotion was expected to mediate the effect of affirmation on self-forgiveness, 

and responsibility was expected mediate the effect of affirmation on emotion.  Because of 

the strong correlation between shame and guilt, r = .77, p < .001, analyses for shame and 

guilt were conducted without controlling for one-another; tests of the unique roles of 

shame and guilt were not possible due to multicollinearity.2   

 
Emotions as mediators of the affirmation effect on self-forgiveness.  The 

hypothesis that negative moral emotion would mediate the effects of affirmation on self-

forgiveness was evaluated next. As before, moderated mediation analyses were 

performed in which the mediated effects were allowed to vary by gender. 

Guilt was examined first.  Affirmation and gender interacted to predict scores on 

the remorse scale, (β = -1.02, p = .01), which in turn predicted both the single-item 

measure of self-forgiveness (β = -0.68, p < .001) and scores on the SFS (β = -0.68, p < 

.001).  For the single-item measure of self-forgiveness, remorse significantly mediated 

the effect of affirmation on self-forgiveness in men, estimate = -0.47, 90% CI [-0.88, -

0.10], explaining 59% of the effect.  No mediated effect was observed in women, 

estimate = 0.22, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.66].  Similar results were observed for the SFS, in 

which remorse significantly mediated the effect of affirmation on self-forgiveness in 

men, estimate = -0.47, 95% CI [-0.90, -0.12], explaining 56% of the effect.  No mediation 
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was present among women, estimate = 0.22, 95% CI [-0.19, 0.62].  One reason affirmed 

men were less self-forgiving appeared to be that they felt guiltier. 

 Shame was examined next.  Gender interacted with affirmation to influence self-

condemnation (β = -1.21, p = .003), which in turn predicted both the single-item measure 

of self-forgiveness (β = -0.66, p < .001) and scores on the SFS (β = -0.76, p < .001).  For 

the single item measure of self-forgiveness, this resulted in significant mediation in men, 

estimate = -0.61, 95% CI [-0.98, -0.27], explaining 75% of the effect.  No mediated effect 

was observed in women, estimate = 0.19, 95% CI [-0.21, 0.55].  Similar results were 

observed for the SFS, with significant mediation in men, estimate = -0.70, 95% CI [-1.14, 

-0.32], explaining 83% of the effect.  No mediation was observed among women, 

estimate = 0.22, 95% CI [-0.17, 0.70].  Increased feelings of shame and guilt therefore 

appear to explain why affirmed men were less self-forgiving than control men. 

 
Responsibility as a mediator of the affirmation effect on emotion.  It was next 

considered whether the affirmation effect on emotion was mediated by responsibility.  

Moderated mediation was performed in which the mediated effect of affirmation on 

emotion through responsibility was allowed to vary by gender.   

Affirmation and gender interacted marginally to predict responsibility (β = -0.70, 

p = .09), which in-turn predicted both the remorse measure of guilt (β = 0.53, p < .001) 

and the self-condemnation measure of shame (β = 0.49, p < .001).  Responsibility 

mediated the effect of affirmation on remorse in men, estimate = 0.32, 95% CI [0.03, 

0.64], explaining 46% of the effect.  However, this did not replicate in women, estimate = 

-0.05, 95% CI [-0.36, 0.25].  Responsibility also mediated the effect of affirmation on 

self-condemnation in men, estimate = 0.29, 95% CI [0.02, 0.59], explaining 32% of the 
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effect.  As with remorse, no mediation was observed in women, estimate = -0.05, 95% CI 

[-0.34, 0.23]. These findings were consistent with the hypothesis that affirmation would 

increase negative moral emotion by increasing perceptions of responsibility, but only 

among men. However, these findings also suggest that a considerable amount of the 

effect of affirmation on emotion among men was not explained by responsibility. 

 
“Direct” emotion effects?  Much of the affirmation’s effect on emotions appeared 

to bypass responsibility, suggesting that emotion might have played a significant 

mediating role on its own.  This possibility, although not predicted, was explored next by 

determining whether emotions would mediate the gender-contingent effect of affirmation 

on self-forgiveness with responsibility controlled.  

Guilt was examined first.  Affirmation marginally interacted with gender to 

predict remorse, (β = -0.67, p = .06), which in-turn predicted the single-item self-

forgiveness measure (β = -0.54, p < .001) and scores on the SFS (β = -0.63, p < .001).  

For the single-item self-forgiveness measure, marginal mediation in men was observed, 

estimate = -.21, 95% CI [-0.54, 0.01].  Significance for this effect was observed at the p = 

.07 level, 93% CI [-0.52, -0.003], with remorse explaining 42% of the residual effect.  As 

before, there was no mediation among women, estimate = 0.15, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.51].  

Similar results were obtained for the SFS, with remorse marginally mediating the residual 

affirmation effect on self-forgiveness in men, estimate = -0.26, 95% CI [-0.58, 0.01].  

Significance for this effect was observed at the p = .07 level, 93% CI [-0.61, -0.02], 

explaining 40% of the residual effect.  Again, no mediation was observed among women, 

estimate = .18, 95% CI [-0.15, 0.054].  Guilt therefore marginally mediated the effect of 

affirmation on self-forgiveness beyond responsibility as measured here. 
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Results were next examined for shame.  Gender interacted with affirmation to 

influence the self-condemnation (β = -0.89, p = .01), which in turn predicted both the 

single-item measure of self-forgiveness (β = -0.51, p < .001) and the SFS (β = -0.72, p < 

.001).  For the single item measure, significant mediation was observed in men, estimate 

= -0.33, 95% CI [-0.66, -0.09], explaining 66% of the residual effect.  No mediation was 

observed among women, estimate = 0.12, 95% CI [-0.12, 0.45].  Similar results were 

observed for the SFS, with significant mediation in men, estimate = -0.47, 95% CI [-0.86, 

-0.14], explaining 76% of the residual effect.  There was no mediation in women, 

estimate = 0.17, 95% CI [-0.21, 0.56].  

 Together, these analyses suggest that, among men, some of the affirmation effect 

on self-forgiveness bypassed perceptions of responsibility and impacted self-forgiveness 

directly through shame and possibly guilt. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Discussion 
 

 
Self-Forgiveness, Responsibility, and Gender 

 
It was predicted that self-affirmation would reduce pseudo self-forgiveness.  

Specifically, affirmed participants were expected to report less self-forgiveness for the 

induced transgression, mediated by increased responsibility.  This hypothesis was not 

supported across the entire sample but was supported among men.  Affirmed men 

reported less self-forgiveness than control men on both the single-item and SFS measures 

of self-forgiveness.  Affirmation also increased the degree to which men saw themselves 

as responsible for the induced offense, which mediated the effect of affirmation on self-

forgiveness.  This pattern is consistent with decreased pseudo self-forgiveness among 

men.  It is also adds to a growing body of research demonstrating that affirming the self 

can increase attributions that individuals might normally find threatening (e.g., Fast & 

Tiedens, 2010; Miron et al., 2010).  

Results were not as predicted for women, however.  Affirmed women neither 

scored lower on self-forgiveness measures nor took more responsibility for the offense.  

Instead, they attributed significantly more responsibility to their partners.  This pattern 

was not consistent with predictions or previous affirmation research. 

One reason for some of the observed gender differences could be a baseline 

gender difference in defensiveness.  If women in this sample were less prone to 

defensiveness, it is possible that there may not have been enough pseudo self-forgiveness 

among women for the affirmation to show an effect.  Consistent with this, analyses of the 
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dispositional measures revealed that men scored higher on both dispositional 

externalization of blame and emotional detachment (i.e., blame-mitigating cognition),1 

replicating earlier findings (Helm, Berecz, & Nelson, 2001; Proyer, Platt, & Ruch, 2010).  

Other studies have reported findings that similarly suggest men may be more prone to 

pseudo self-forgiveness.  Baker and McNulty (2011) reported that self-compassion 

inductions lead to a pattern of dismissive unconcern similar to pseudo self-forgiveness, 

but only in men.  Women are also more prone to both shame and guilt (Helm et al., 

2001), and although gender differences in self-forgiveness have not always been 

observed (Macaskill, Maltby, & Day, 2002; Thompson et al., 2005), when present, men 

have scored higher (Exline et al., 2011; Mauger, Perry, Freeman, & Grove, 1992).  

Whether or not these findings mean that men are more pseudo self-forgiving and whether 

that might explain the present moderation by gender is unknown.  

Baseline gender differences in defensiveness are likely not the whole story, 

however.  For example, they would not readily explain why affirmed women blamed 

their partners more than control women.  In addition, gender moderation has not been 

reported in studies showing that self-affirmation reduces blame contagion (Fast & 

Tiedens, 2010), group biases in transgression appraisals (Miron et al., 2010), and 

defensive distancing when discussing relationship problems (Jaremka et al., 2011).  It is 

therefore reasonable to suspect some other factor may be driving the current moderation 

by gender.  

One possible explanation for the present gender moderation could be that men and 

women experienced aspects of the paradigm differently.3  For example, although 

affirmed men and women were both presented with the same affirming feedback 
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(promises of career and relationship success), it is possible that they attended to different 

aspects of this feedback and were therefore affirmed in different domains.  As noted by 

Sherman and Cohen (2006), not all affirmations are created equal: if an affirmation and 

threat are experienced in the same domain, defensiveness can increase rather than 

decrease.  

One possible explanation for the gender moderation could therefore be as follows.  

If women primarily experienced the personality feedback as a relationship affirmation, it 

is possible that the transgression (i.e., failed partner, betrayed trust) was experienced as a 

threat to that same domain.  This, in turn, could increase defensiveness and explain why 

affirmed women blamed their partners more than control women and were marginally 

more self-forgiving on one measure.  By contrast, if affirmed men experienced the 

feedback as primarily a career affirmation, the transgression may have been experienced 

as less relevant to the affirmed domain, allowing it to reduce defensiveness.  Although 

speculative, this explanation has the intuitive appeal of explaining the observed effects 

within both men and women.  Future research could investigate this and other such 

possibilities by using more homogenous affirmations or by experimentally varying the 

content and relevance of the affirmation.  

 
Emotions 

Because taking responsibility should lead to negative emotion (Hall & Fincham, 

2005), it was expected that affirmed participants would feel guiltier than control 

participants, which would mediate the affirmation effect on self-forgiveness.  However, 

given that the affirmation was expected to reinforce self-esteem, affirmed participants 

were not expected to experience increased shame to the same degree as guilt.  These 
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hypotheses were partially supported among men, for whom affirmation increased shame 

and guilt to similar degrees and for whom both emotions mediated the affirmation effect 

on self-forgiveness.  The similar effect sizes for shame and guilt, although not predicted, 

are also not surprising given that the affirmation did not appear to influence state self-

esteem.  No effect was observed among women. 

One surprising finding, however, was that increased responsibility only partly 

explained why affirmed men felt more negative emotion.  In addition, much of the 

affirmation effect appeared to bypass responsibility and impact self-forgiveness directly 

through emotions.  Given that responsibility was assumed to be the primary mechanism 

by which participants pseudo self-forgave, these results are somewhat surprising.  One 

possible explanation could be that the two personal responsibility items were simply 

inadequate.  If these items had high measurement error or failed to capture important 

variance responsibility, the explanatory role of responsibility would appear to be 

minimized.  Future research could attempt to replicate these results with more detailed 

measures of responsibility (e.g., Struthers et al., 2010).  Alternatively, the affirmation 

could have had a unique effect on self-forgiveness through emotion, perhaps because 

men pseudo self-forgive by suppressing emotions directly.  Future research is needed to 

tease apart these possibilities.  

 
Self-Affirmation, Self-Esteem, and Self-Integrity 

One other surprising finding was that self-affirmation did not appear to influence 

state self-esteem, included here as a self-affirmation manipulation check.  According to 

self-affirmation theory (Steele, 1988), affirming positive self-views provides one with 

psychological resources that reduce threat-sensitivity and render defensiveness 
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unnecessary.  It has been theorized that these resources are represented by self-esteem 

(Steele et al., 1993), and Stapel and van der Linde (2011, retracted 2012) demonstrated 

this empirically by showing that affirmations effects were mediated by state self-esteem.  

However, with those findings retracted, the question of why affirmations reduce 

defensiveness remains open. 

The present results are consistent with several recent findings that challenge the 

self-esteem interpretation of self-affirmation theory.  Although there were effects of the 

self-affirmation in the present study, there was no apparent influence on state self-esteem.  

This is consistent with other recent reports using different self-affirmation procedures.  

For example, Armitage and Rowe (2011) compared four other popular affirmation 

techniques and repeatedly found no impact on state self-esteem but did find consistent 

impacts on positive interpersonal emotions.  Similarly, Crocker, Niiya, and Mischkowski 

(2008) showed that affirming personal values influenced several interpersonal (but not 

self-directed) emotions.  The present research extends the pattern of null affirmation 

effects on state self-esteem to attribute-based affirmations (McQueen & Kline, 2006), 

adding to the growing literature suggesting that self-esteem may not underlie affirmation 

effects.  

If affirmations do not influence defensiveness through state self-esteem, how do 

they function?  The present findings are consistent with one possibility suggested by 

Armitage and Rowe (2011).  After reviewing several recent findings, Armitage and Rowe 

suggested that self-integrity can be buffered (and defensiveness reduced) by feelings of 

positivity that are specific and restricted to the affirmed domain and therefore not 

detectable by global measures of state self-esteem.  Although it is too early to tell 
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whether this explanation will bear further scrutiny, it is consistent with the present 

findings and highlights the importance of considering the specific positive self-features 

that are affirmed. 

 
Strengths, Limitations, and Implications 

This study had several limitations.  For ethical reasons, the offense was low in 

severity and likely not representative of most moral and interpersonal offenses for which 

individuals need to self-forgive.  The sample was also limited to college undergraduates, 

further limiting generalizability.  In addition, self-forgiveness, responsibility, and 

emotions were assessed entirely by self-report, which can be influenced by participants’ 

expectations, beliefs, and values (Barnes & Brown, 2010; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977).  

Future research could attempt to move beyond self-report and assess self-forgiveness 

using behavioral and implicit measures.  Finally, as noted above, several aspects of the 

procedure could be improved to examine potential alternative explanations. 

The present research also benefited from several strengths.  Because participants 

were randomly assigned to conditions, one can be confident that the observed differences 

across conditions were caused by the affirmation.  In addition, the use of a standardized 

induced-transgression procedure ensured that all participants experienced the same 

offense.  Differences in responsibility cannot therefore be attributed to objective 

differences in offenses, an issue with previous offense-recall studies often cited as 

evidence for pseudo self-forgiveness (Fisher & Exline, 2006; Zechmeister & Romero, 

2002).  The use of an induced-offense paradigm further allowed for the examination of 

defensive post-offense responses that participants might not exhibit using other 

methodologies, such as imagining hypothetical offense vignettes (Darby & Schlenker, 
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1982).  The development of the present laboratory-based transgression method therefore 

represents a strong methodological contribution to self-forgiveness research.  

One theoretical contribution of the current research is a new model of pseudo self-

forgiveness.  Pseudo self-forgiveness has historically been described as an alternative to 

self-forgiveness that avoids effort, negative emotion, and pain (Enright et al., 1996; Hall 

& Fincham, 2005; Tangney et al., 2005).  However, previous descriptions have been 

largely unclear on how individuals pseudo self-forgive and why accepting responsibility 

is painful and threatening in the first place.  The present work sought to extend this in two 

ways.  First, it is suggested that pseudo self-forgiveness is a process by which 

defensiveness biases offense-related cognitions.  In this sense, pseudo self-forgiveness is 

similar to many other self-serving biases that help people to feel good about themselves 

(Taylor & Brown, 1988).  Second, following self-affirmation theory (Steele, 1988), it is 

suggested that the defensiveness that drives this biased processing originates from threats 

to self-integrity.  Although avoidance of negative emotion may play a proximal role in 

eliciting defensiveness, the present model suggests that these threatening emotional 

experiences would not be so strong and aversive but for their implications on self-views.  

According to the present model, the desire to see oneself in a positive light may therefore 

be ultimately responsible for pseudo self-forgiveness.  

 The present findings have several implications for how self-forgiveness is viewed 

in both practice and research.  Although self-forgiveness has been generally promoted as 

a positive, self-compassionate response to one’s transgressions (e.g., Fisher & Exline, 

2010; Jacinto & Edwards, 2011), the present research suggests that some of what is 

commonly experienced as self-forgiveness may be driven by entirely different processes.  
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In addition to self-kindness “in the face of one’s own acknowledged objective wrong,” 

(Enright et al., 1996, p. 116), everyday ‘self-forgiveness’ may involve defensive 

posturing that seeks to avoid feeling responsible for negative events.  Instead of taking 

full responsibility for their wrongs, individuals may be adept at taking the “moral, 

cognitive, and affective shortcut” (Tangney et al., 2005, p. 145) of pseudo self-

forgiveness.  Given the prevalence of self-serving biases in attributions (Mezulis, 

Abramson, Hyde, & Hankin, 2004) and self-evaluations (Campbell & Sedikides, 1999; 

Taylor & Brown, 1988) as well as the strong tendency toward self-enhancement 

(Sedikides & Gregg, 2008), this seems especially likely.  

 Does the propensity for pseudo self-forgiveness mean that self-forgiveness is 

‘bad’ and should be discouraged, as some (e.g., Vitz & Meade, 2011) have argued?  The 

present results suggest that blanket endorsement of all self-reported self-forgiveness may 

not be the best solution for those who seek to encourage responsibility taking.  Instead, it 

may matter how individuals achieve self-forgiving change.  Authentic self-forgiveness, as 

defined by theorists, involves fostering positivity toward the self while acknowledging 

the weight of one’s moral wrongdoing.  Such a self-forgiveness seems unlikely to confer 

negative consequences on offenders or victims and may confer several benefits to 

offenders.  By contrast, if individuals’ ‘self-forgiveness’ is achieved at the price of 

personal accountability, then such self-forgiveness may be less desirable. 

The problem may ultimately be one of measurement.  As argued by Hall and 

Fincham (2005), the question ‘how much have you forgiven yourself’ may likely 

measure assess both authentic and pseudo self-forgiveness.  The present findings suggest 

that measures such as the Wohl et al. (2008) Self-Forgiveness Scale may suffer the same 
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problem.  Although the authentic-vs.-pseudo distinction may not matter in all situations 

(e.g., both might reduce stress), research seeking to understand the process of self-

forgiveness would benefit from improved measures.  The development of improved 

measures that differentiate between authentic and pseudo self-forgiveness can therefore 

be seen as an important direction for future research.  

 
Conclusion 

Whether selfishly or accidentally, people are bound to do things they find 

upsetting and blameworthy.  Given the ubiquity of human iniquity, understanding how 

people navigate post-offense situations is important.  Do people take responsibility for 

their wrongs—admitting their faults to themselves and others—or do they hide their 

transgressions from themselves and others?  The ability to take responsibility for 

transgressions and grow from them may be an important ingredient for human 

flourishing, yet authentic self-forgiveness may come at the considerable cost of accepting 

responsibility and facing resultant feelings.  The present research suggests that, to some 

degree, people may find this cost too high.   
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Notes 
 

1.  Men in this sample scored higher on dispositional externalization of blame (M 
= 23.36, SD = 7.37) than women (M = 19.63, SD = 5.62), t(93) = 2.69, p = .009, d = .56.  
Men also scored higher on dispositional detachment (i.e., blame-mitigating cognition; M 

= 30.20, SD = 6.69) than women (M = 26.88, SD = 6.35), t(93) = 2.44, p = .02, d = .30.  
Because these scales were given after participants let down their partners, however, it is 
possible that they were influenced by the affirmation.  Separate 2 (control, affirmation) × 
2 (male, female) analyses of variance did not support this explanation.  There was no 
main effect of affirmation on either detachment, F(1, 91) = 0.02, p = .88, ω2 < .001, or 
externalization, F(1, 91) = 2.82, p = .09, ω2 = .02.  More importantly, gender effects were 
independent of condition; there was no gender-by-affirmation interaction for detachment, 
F(1,91) = 1.17, p = .28,  ω2 < .001, or externalization, F(1, 91) = 0.69, p = .41, ω2 = .002.  
These gender differences can therefore be tentatively interpreted as reflecting baseline 
differences in defensiveness. 
 

2. Given their strong correlation, it would also be possible to combine shame and 
guilt into a single index of negative moral emotion.  Separate analyses (not reported) 
using this approach yielded results similar to those presented here.  However, because 
separate hypotheses were expressed for shame and guilt, these analyses were kept 
separate for the present purposes.  
 

3. Another possible explanation for the gender differences could be experimenter 
effects, given that gender and experimenter were confounded (i.e., different 
experimenters ran men and women).  Unfortunately, each gender was run primarily by a 
single experimenter (one experimenter ran 84% of men; a different experimenter ran 61% 
of women), making comparisons between experimenters largely redundant with the 
gender findings presented here.
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