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Statement of the Problem

Empirical support for the association between forgiveness and both physical health and mental
health is growing (Webb, Toussaint, & Conway-Williams, in press). Experts have suggested that
there is a salutary relationship between forgiveness and health and that, likewise, stress may be a
key factor from cognitive, emotional, and physiological perspectives (Worthington, Witvliet,
Pietrini, & Miller, 2007). Although the psychological study of forgiveness is burgeoning, little
work has been done to assess the nuances of stress in the context of the forgiveness-health
relationship. The purpose of this study was to aid this area of investigation. Our general
hypothesis was that stress would play a mediating role in this relationship, such that higher levels
of forgiveness would be associated with lower levels of stress, which, in turn, would be
associated with better health-related variables.

Method

College students from two regional institutions in eastern Tennessee were recruited for this study
and received extra credit for their participation. VVolunteers completed a series of self-report
questionnaires, including measures of demographic information, religious background and
behaviors, stress, and multiple dimensions of: forgiveness (of self, of others, and by God) and
health (general physical health status and general mental health status).

In our cross-sectional analyses of the relationship between forgiveness and health, as mediated
by stress (n = 481; @ = 725.26%; Mage = 22.17), we employed Preacher and Hayes’ (2008)
method of mediation analysis. When conducting our analyses, we controlled for gender, age,
education, ethnicity, marital status, and lifetime religiousness.

Results

We examined mediation models for two health related dependent variables (DV). For general
physical health status, the full model was significant (R* = .12, p < .0001) and reflected a salutary
association. Only forgiveness of self was associated with the DV and this relationship was
partially mediated by stress. For general mental health status, the full model was also significant
(R? = .39, p <.0001) and reflected a salutary association. Likewise, the association was partially
mediated and in the context of forgiveness of self only.

Conclusions



Our general hypothesis regarding the association of forgiveness with health as mediated by stress
received partial support. Concerning both DVs, following mediation analysis, only forgiveness
of self was associated therewith. Forgiveness of others and feeling forgiven by God were not
associated with health. Associations with both health-related variables were partially mediated
by stress. That is, the association of forgiveness of self with physical and mental health was both
direct and indirect, through stress.

Consistent with prior theory and research (Toussaint & Webb, 2005; Worthington, et al., 2007),
our findings suggest that stress may play a role in the relationship between forgiveness and, both,
physical and mental health. However, much of the prior work has been in the context of
forgiveness of others, only. In consideration of our findings, it appears that when multiple
dimensions of forgiveness are measured, forgiveness of others may not be associated with health.

The association between higher levels of forgiveness (of self) and lower levels of stress may
contribute to fewer physical and mental health symptoms by facilitating a positive outlook,
lowering anxiety and depression, supporting the ability to cope, and future orientation (Zaleski,
Levey-Thors, & Schiaffino, 1998). Furthermore, this forgiveness-stress relationship may lessen
the likelihood of health compromising behaviors, such as alcohol and drug use (Webb, Hirsch, &
Toussaint, 2011; Zaleski, et al., 1998). Consistent with prior research regarding multiple
dimensions of forgiveness in association with multiple dimensions of health (e.g., Webb, et al.,
2011; Webb, Toussaint, Kalpakjian, & Tate, 2010), it appears that there may be relative
importance among the dimensions of forgiveness herein measured and that forgiveness of self
may be most important. In conclusion, the salutary association between forgiveness and health is
becoming well-established. Likewise, such is becoming increasingly nuanced, depending on
context and dimensions of all variables under consideration.
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