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Abstract 

This article describes a study of adult children’s forgiveness processes following severe childhood 
parental injury. Consistent with the phenomenological tradition of qualitative research in-depth 
interviews were conducted with forty-eight participants in the Netherlands, Romania, and Israel in 
order to capture their lived experiences of recovery, by means of forgiveness, from early parental 
injury. Findings highlight the commanding importance of reaching a conscious wiled decision to 
pursue child-parent forgiveness, such decision making fueled by insights facilitated by the processes 
of adult development and reinforced by a pro-forgiveness environment. Subsequent to this initial 
decision, recognizing the joint humanity of parent and child and scaffolding an understanding of the 
parent and his or her injury within its temporal, cultural and psychological context is of paramount 
importance to the eventual attainment of forgiveness. Forgiveness, although an ongoing journey, 
brings with it important fruits. Study findings, including their various nation specific nuances, are 
discussed in light of the existing literature on forgiveness processes. Implications of study findings for 
clinicians working with individuals in order to facilitate forgiveness of parentally inflicted wounds are 
considered.  

 

Introduction  

Human beings are social creatures and as such live within a matrix of relationships. That which is 
between parent and child, owing to its existentially commanding nature and influence, is amongst 
the most fundamental (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986). The infliction of severe parental injury 
early in life may often result in a profoundly negative and lingering impact on children as well as the 
disruption of this basic attachment relationship. Future generations may also be adversely impacted 
(Brann et al., 2007). 

In recent decades forgiveness has gained widespread recognition as a potentially important element 
promoting individual and relationship recovery following interpersonal and self injury (Akhtar et al., 
2017). Forgiveness processes and dynamics related to many types of relational injuries, perpetrated 
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within the context of a variety of human relationships have been described in the literature (E.L. 
Worthington, 2005). 

However, little empirical research has been conducted on the forgiveness process of those who as 
children and youth experienced severe parental injury, and later in life succeeded in achieving 
personal healing through forgiveness. This is despite the recognition in the literature that forgiveness 
can be an important tool for children healing from parental injury (Brann et al., 2007). The current 
study represents an in depth exploration, conducted within the qualitative phenomenological 
tradition, of the lived experience of forty-eight participants who as adults forgave their parent(s) for 
the infliction of severe injury during childhood. What is more , the current research appears to be 
distinctive in that it includes participants from three different countries. While the aim of building an 
international sample for this study is to begin to identify those child-parent forgiveness processes 
that may be similar across national boundaries, it also endeavors to start to point to nuances of 
difference.  

 

Forgiveness 

Forgiveness has traditionally been considered a central element of both individual and relational 
healing and recovery. It has been related empirically to a spectrum of positive well being outcomes 
including higher levels of general positive affect, self acceptance and environmental mastery, 
increased relationship stability and quality, and improved physical health (Akhtar & Barlow, 2018; 
Ingersoll-Dayton et al., 2009; Kim & Enright, 2016).  

At the crux of most scholarly definitions of forgiveness is the transformation, fundamentally 
affective, of a person deeply and unfairly hurt (Hantman & Cohen, 2010). Early conceptualizations 
tended to focus on the reduction of unforgiveness, where negative emotions such as anger, hate, 
and hostility were resolved or at least significantly decreased (Ho & Fung, 2011). Forgiveness was 
seen as also including a significant reduction in the injured person’s motivation to seek revenge as 
well as avoid contact with the injurer. More recently forgiveness has been understood as also 
featuring an increase in positive feelings, thoughts, and actions towards an injurer, including 
compassion, and generosity (Hernandez et al., 2012). One of the most widely accepted definitions of 
forgiveness is that of Enright and colleagues, who described forgiveness as 'a willingness to abandon 
one’s right to resentment, negative judgement and indifferent behavior toward one who has unjustly 
injured us, while fostering the undeserved qualities of compassion, generosity and even love toward 
him/her’ (Enright & Human Development Study Group, 1996, p. 108). 

While definitions of forgiveness have evolved in terms of their delineation of the individual 
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral processes of forgiveness, they have paid less attention to the 
broader context (Ho & Fung, 2011). The distinct nature of the relationship between the injurer and 
injured, merits a more central role in conceptualizing forgiveness and the relative importance of 
negative and positive forgiveness (Davis et al., 2013; Maio et al., 2008). In the case of an injury by a 
stranger forgiveness may be most appropriately conceptualized as simply reducing one's grudge and 
giving up negative thoughts, motivations, and feelings. In contrast, in ongoing relationships 
forgiveness may be best understood as including both the reduction of unforgiveness, as well as the 
promotion of more positive feelings, thoughts and behaviors (Gordon et al., 2009). 

The notion of relational context influencing the nature and scope of forgiveness appears consistent 
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with empirical evidence pointing to significant differences in the reach of forgiveness across various 
dyadic family relationships (Hoyt et al., 2005). The forgiveness of children by parents has been shown 
to require a relatively simple set of antecedents. The other way round, and specifically in instances 
when parents have emotionally injured their children, forgiveness appears to require a more 
complex and intricate set of facilitative factors (Breshears, 2015; May et al., 2015). Parentally 
inflicted injuries may often result in children feeling intense and lingering pain, anger, animosity and 
resentment (Sherr et al., 2019). The difficulty involved in children's forgiveness of their parents may 
be related to the perceived sacredness of parenting and that role desecration that may frequently 
occur with parental maltreatment (Brann et al., 2007). According to contextual therapy, children's 
existential loyalty to their parents can also be an obstacle to acknowledging parental abuse, with the 
risk of passing on the wrongs suffered to the next generation, the so-called revolving account 
(Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986; van der Meiden et al., 2020). 

Both negative and positive dimensions of forgiveness have been found to be particularly difficult to 
achieve in the father-child relationship (Lander, 2012; Lee & Enright, 2014; May et al., 2015). Nixon 
and colleagues (2012) in their study of children disengaged from non-residential fathers found that a 
small minority experienced processes of forgiveness. Most participants continued in their intense 
negative feelings and rejected the idea of possible future paternal contact, believing they would be 
better off without father playing any role in their lives. For those who forgave this was related to the 
ability of the child to have empathy for their father and to accept his humanity, in particular his 
shortcomings and mistaken behavior. Such difficulty in the forgiveness of fathers is echoed in the 
study conducted by Lander (2020) of 20 young adult men who sustained severe relational injury from 
their fathers and who for the most part did not experience a process of forgiveness towards their 
father. For those who forgave this was closely related to mother as gatekeeper of paternal 
forgiveness, that is mother's active encouragement to forgive. Additional factors identified in the 
literature as related to children's forgiveness of fathers include satisfactory apology, belief in 
paternal non-recidivism and longstanding close father-child relations and parenting involvement (Hill 
et al., 2013; Maio et al., 2000, 2008; May et al., 2015). When forgiveness of father was granted, its 
outcomes tend to be unclear and complicated. Children appear to have special difficulty in both 
conveying and detecting forgiveness in their relationship with their fathers, and where they do 
forgive their fathers, this does not predict increased closeness and relationship quality, nor a positive 
ripple effect in the overall family emotional environment (Maio et al., 2008). The complexities 
surrounding children’s forgiveness of their fathers have also been discussed in terms of the relative 
forgivability of father and mother. Fathers seemingly are generally less likely to be forgiven than 
mothers, forgiveness of mother likely representing a strategy to prevent disruption of an existentially 
intense maternal-offspring bond fueled by pregnancy, birth, and early childhood caregiving (Hoyt et 
al., 2005; May et al., 2015; E.L. Worthington et al., 2014). Maternal high forgivability has not only 
been found in children raised by their birth mothers but in addition in children adopted at an 
extremely young age, who despite a lack of caregiving by the birth mother appear to feel a unique 
genetic, historical, emotional and spiritual connection with her (Anderson, 2020). In this, too, viewed 
from contextual therapy, children's existential loyalties become apparent. (Boszormenyi-Nagy & 
Krasner, 1986). When child-parent forgiveness, with respect to both father or mother, has been in 
fact achieved it may be communicated to the parent by the offspring in a number of ways. The most 
common strategy is nonverbal forgiveness, expressed through spending time with the parent or 
phoning the parent or through gift giving. Less common is the direct verbal expression of forgiveness 
and also quasi direct communication through such means as letter writing (Breshears, 2015).  
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Some forgiveness scholars differentiate between the injured person’s' willingness and actual 
capability to forgive. The latter has been associated with a generally ‘adaptive personality profile’ 
(Hill et al., 2013, p. 7). An individual's capacity to forgive has also been related to executive 
functioning or ego strength. Strong executive functioning has been associated with the ability to 
restrain the overt expression of negative emotions that may arise in initial response to an 
interpersonal injury. It has also been related to the capacity to inhibit rumination, associated with 
unforgiveness (Pronk et al., 2010). The ability of an injured party to forgive has also been linked to 
the developed capacity of the ego for self object differentiation. Where this exists projection and 
primitive splitting will be lessened, decreasing the construction of the injurer as a purely malevolent 
object and increasing the possibility of a more realistic and expanded view of him (Freedman & 
Zarifkar, 2016). The ability to be empathic towards an injurer is underscored in the literature as an 
important requisite of forgiveness and common neurophysiological correlates of empathy and 
forgiveness have been uncovered (Farrow et al., 2001). Empathy in the promotion of forgiveness 
involves the modification of previously held attributions about the injurer through recognition of his 
internal frame of reference, and an understanding of the unfolding of events related to the 
transgression within this context (Exline et al., 2008; Macaskill et al., 2002). Recently the ability to be 
empathic in the service of forgiveness has been linked to secure attachment style, and related low 
levels of attachment anxiety and use of self protection strategies. What is more, neuro-imaging 
studies have provided evidence that unconsciously perceived affective clues linked to autonomic 
sensorimotor resonance between other and the self may be largely responsible for those empathic 
experiences that promote forgiveness (Kimmes & Durtschi, 2016; Rivera & Fincham, 2015).  

 

Method 

The research is a qualitative study, consistent with the phenomenological tradition where the 
intention is to explore and as fully as possible capture the real-live setting of participants within their 
naturally occurring setting (Gray, 2018). The current study explores those processes adult children go 
through in order to forgive their parents for severe injury, inflicted upon them during childhood. The 
three researchers are practicing family therapists and trainers who met at an international family 
therapy conference, discovered their shared involvement with, and interest in the process of 
intrafamilial forgiveness and initiated a joint research project on adult child forgiveness. Throughout 
the duration of the research process, they consulted with each other, discussed, and analyzed each 
other's data and finally formulated the findings and conclusions. Such a multi-eye principle proved 
itself helpful. Achieving agreement between multiple coders in coding the data added to the 
reliability of the results. The monitoring of the subjectivity of each individual researcher improved 
the reliability of the analysis. (Kumar, 2012; Maso & Smaling, 1998) 

The research sample was made up of forty-eight participants: fourteen from the Netherlands, 
fourteen from Romania, and twenty from Israel. Inclusion criteria consisted of the following: (a) 
participant acknowledgement of an experience of severe childhood parental injury, either physical or 
emotional or both; (b) participant perception of having attained forgiveness of his or her parent(s) 
for the particular severe injury; and (c) participant between the ages of 30 and 70 with no blatant 
sign of acute mental illness. Even though designing a transcontinental and transcultural study was 
not the main goal of this research, it was thought that a sample comprised of participants from three 
countries might provide some insight into national and cultural differences in child-parent 
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forgiveness processes. This is in keeping with the call in the literature that research on forgiveness 
needs to take the topic of culture more into account (Ho & Worthington, 2020). 

After receiving ethical approval from the researchers’ academic institutions participants were 
actively recruited by the three researchers. In the Netherlands, an invitation to participate in the 
study was placed in a Christian broadcasting magazine with a wide readership. In Israel, a similar 
invitation was placed on a website promoting family-life. In Romania, the recruitment of participants 
began with an invitation to former clients of a psychotherapy practice, initiating a snowball- 
sampling. It should be noted that the Romanian researcher herself had no previous relationship with 
recruited participants. All potential participants provided written informed consent after receiving an 
explanation of the research and what exactly would be required from them.  

The data for this research was collected by all three researchers using a semi-structured interview 
schedule compiled together in English and then translated by each into the appropriate national 
language. Interviews were audio taped and transcribed in their totality into their respective national 
language. Select parts of the transcripts were then translated into English to allow for joint analysis 
by the researchers.  

The process of data analysis was comprised of open coding and categorization, axial coding, and 
selective coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Specifically, the analysis began with a process of 
familiarization with and subsequent immersion into the data with each researcher viewing, reading, 
and transcribing his or her respective interviews (Yoo et al., 2020). Next, each researcher 
independently analyzed his or her data by inductively selecting and meticulously coding the relevant 
fragments. The researchers did not use a pre-formulated code list (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Miles et al., 
2014), but kept in mind the focus of this study: the respondents’ experiences with forgiveness. 
Subsequently, the researchers combined their codes into a joint code list. After this, the researchers 
started a process of disaggregation of the data into units (Gray, 2018): Codes referring to the same 
subject or element were clustered into categories, after which these categories were named 
according to their characteristic content. The axial coding described above ultimately led to the 
selection of eight core (Gray, 2018). Together with the memos with insights, ideas and theoretical 
perspectives (Friese, 2012, p. 141; Miles et al., 2014, p. 95), this wave of selective coding ultimately 
culminated in a list of several themes. 

 

Findings 

Before presenting the findings of this study, some examples of the injuries that the participants 
suffered are given. The analysis found that participants' experiences included emotional and 
psychological abuse, as well as neglect and humiliation, as well as physical abuse, including sexual 
abuse. 

Participant P.. (Alvin) experienced both verbal and fysical injuries: 

Most of my childhood he yelled and screamed at me. That is how I remember him. I thought 
that was normal for a long time. But when he would beat me… even I knew that wasn’t, what 
you can call normal…He would even run after me if I tried to escape his punches…and even 
when I crawled up into my bed and covered myself with the blanket, he would beat on me 
until he himself got tired out. 
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Participant P.. (Alvin) describes how she was humiliatied and rejected:   

My mother was a real piece of work…She was so nice and sweet to everyone else but she 
humiliated me from day one. She would call me ugly, her ugly duckling, and tell me that no 
one would ever love me, that she regretted having me, and only wanted a boy anyway. 
Because I was so ugly, she would never even buy me new clothes. She bought the other kids 
but for me, she would gather clothes from the neighbor's garbage bins. I didn’t get one new 
thing until I was an adult and could buy my own, though it was so hard to believe I deserved 
anything new. 

The following themes, reflecting the main contours of participants’ experience of forgiveness of 
severe parental injury, emerged from the data analysis: (a) reflection promoted by adult personal 
development brings insights that pave the way for the possibility of a forgiveness process; (b) the 
making of a conscious willed decision to attempt to attain forgiveness, reinforced by the existence of 
a pro-forgiveness environment; (c) forgiveness ultimately reached through a bi-directional process 
where a humble realization of a joint humanity between themselves and their parents facilitates 
seeing the injurer and injury in its temporal cultural and psychological context, vice versa; and (d) 
forgiveness, although an ongoing journey, brings many fruits.  

 

Reflection promoted by adult personal development brings insights that pave the way for the 
possibility of a forgiveness process.  

The participant’s narratives revealed that reflection triggered and promoted by experiences 
associated with the adult stage of personal development led to powerful insights that paved the way 
for a potential forgiveness process to occur. Newfound insights, regarding life meaning, hurt and 
coping, human nature and well being, predisposed participants to make an eventual decision to 
attempt to pursue forgiveness as a way to resolve their childhood injuries. Participants emphasized a 
number of insights that promoted pro-forgiveness motivation that emerged from reflection related 
to experiences facilitated by and characteristic of adult personal development.  

Almost half of the participants spoke of an arousing awareness that they are no longer willing to 
continue to be victimized, nor allow their loved ones to be indirectly victimized, by their early 
parental injury. This newfound insight highlighted an adamant desire to take full and active 
responsibility in the here and now for their well being, rather than live a life predominantly driven by 
unprocessed negative emotions, residuals remaining from their experience of parentally related 
childhood adversity (n=22). 

Such an insight, of commanding importance in paving the way for a process of child-parent 
forgiveness, is described by participant P32: 

It hit me that I was bringing my parents into my life every single day, and that it was deeply 
harming me. Every day I was angry at something, at anyone in my path, and people were 
starting to turn from me, even those closest. But the anger had to do with my parents not 
them. It was like a time machine, I was always bringing the far past into my life, even now I 
was grown with a mind of my own, and choice about how I wanted to live. I got it—that I 
needed to use that choice to choose –me. That I would be the driver of my own car , of my 
own journey. That I would have to find a new way to live my life. That it was basically now or 
never.  
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Such a sentiment was echoed by many other participants. In the words of participant P11: 

Yes. Yes. That is, that is it… I don’t want to be a victim. I want to take responsibility for my life. 

Participant P7 also claimed:  

I don’t want my past to have negative influence over my present. 

This newfound refusal to allow the continuation of suffering and the related imperative to take 
responsibility for healing from their injury , was frequently attributed to having taken part in informal 
learning activities, including adult education courses and workshops or even the watching of popular 
television shows and movies, reading of books and listening to podcasts (n=13). 

Participant P18 eloquently related: 

Four years, after my divorce I started looking more after myself, trying to understand my 
overreactions. I started reading a lots of books and online material, participating in 
workshops, watching all kind of videos and listening to podcasts along with the discussion 
that I had with my friends, my family, my father, so I started looking into forgiveness also. 

Watching other perspectives about healing. Jordan Peterson, watching various psych 
seminars - they all boiled down to the same conclusion: you either do it or don’t waste your 
time.  

And P28 said:  

Artists that I look up to who have been vocal about their similar experiences and their journey 
with healing. The only influence in my decision to forgive was to end the hurt and to not take 
it further. I forgave but I didn’t forget! Corey Taylor, musician, abandoned by his father in his 
youth. Wrote songs about his hate towards his father but then reconnected, talked, and chose 
to forgive him and to ask for forgiveness as well. I started reading a lot and started to attend 
personal development group and it helped me to get in touch with the emotional storm I got 
into. 

Participant P8 shared,  

Well, uhm, I've done a lot of studies for myself. And that gave me a lot. I also read things 
about forgiveness and healing of the soul, that was another one of those books. But it was 
also always forgiveness, should you always? Those are the kind of issues. Well, so then I was 
in my mid-thirties, I already had my children, and I had continued to move forward with that. I 
had gained more insight and then I thought: Yes I do have to forgive my father, uh, actually, 
of what he did to me.  

Participant P45 attributed newly attained insights to formal studies: 

I took a psychology course in university that opened my eyes to what is really important in 
life. It was a course on positive psychology. There I discovered that negative emotions would 
eventually kill me. That the anger I have been holding to my parents would eat me alive in the 
end if I didn’t stand up to the plate very very soon.  

Nearly half of the participants attributed the newfound awareness of the refusal to continue to suffer 
in the present nor to allow their loved ones to continue to indirectly suffer as a result of their 
childhood parental injury to their experiences in a committed romantic relationship. (n=23). 
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Participant P39 vigorously asserted:  

Though I couldn’t ever get this myself my wife was able to understand and make me see once 
and for all that I was letting my anger to my parents spill over into our relationship. One time 
she dragged me to sit down after I spoke to my brother about our childhood, and she made 
me see how full of rage I was… all the time… that I would automatically and unconsciously get 
out onto her. She could be more objective than me. I did listen to her because I totally trust 
she is in my corner, always was and always would be.  

Almost half of the participants also attributed the newfound awareness of the refusal to continue to 
suffer and the imperative to finally heal from this injury, to their new and commanding experience of 
parenthood (n=23). 

Such a highly impactful experience was ardently described by participant P36:  

The thought of being an angry parent, well I have been an angry person all my life because of 
how I was hurt by them, well when I heard that the pregnancy test was positive, the blood 
test, in a few seconds I knew that this meant a giant change that had to take place. That once 
and for all, and before the child was born, I would have to cleanse myself. I would have to 
come to terms with what had happened to me in a way that would put it finally to rest. It was 
one thing, the anger I bore, sure from time to time I would see how that hurt me, but for what 
happened to me as a child to screw up my own kid’s life, well that was unbearable. I couldn’t 
afford any longer to let my own childhood shit continue to influence me and my life, well at 
least not my own kid’s life.  

The words of participant P17 also attest to important insights regarding coping with early parental 
injury facilitated by new parenthood: 

First of all becoming a parent, my son and all those bad feelings, always came back. I realized 
I was not good with myself and if I will not forgive my parents and leave all that behind my 
life will be very hard. 
I was the mother of my child and as a grownup I surely can do something about it. 

Participant P19 also spoke of the insights stemming from the experience of parenthood: 

The fact that I became a mother. I realized I was doing some things with my son that I 
thought I will never do; and I quickly understood I had a big contribution. I had to forgive my 
father in order to have a peaceful life. 

Similar insights were expressed by participant P20:  

The relationship with my daughter… I wish that she doesn’t have a bad relationship with her 
parents as I did with mine. The most motivating thing for me was the desire to have a healthy 
relationship with my child and not passing the same patterns to him in the future. 

And by participant P21: 

 Forgiveness of my parents came from the desire to be reconciled with myself. But also being 
a mother, I understood that we as parents often do or say certain things that when we were 
children we swore we would never do to our future children. And the relationship with my 
eldest son helped me to see things differently and didn't want my boys to suffer from the 
same things I suffered when I was a child.  
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The making of a conscious willed decision to attempt to attain forgiveness, reinforced by the existence 
of a pro-forgiveness environment  

The majority of participant narratives revealed that the actual forgiveness process began with a 
conscious willed decision to pursue forgiveness, on the heels of previously reaching profound pro-
forgiveness insights (n=31 ). This newfound commitment to start down the path towards potential 
future forgiveness of their parent(s) was frequently supported by pro-forgiveness influences in the 
participants wider environment (n=37). For a number of participants environmental systems were 
perceived as more than supportive of possible forgiveness, but rather as commanding forgiveness as 
a direction for healing and recovery from early parental inflicted wounds (n=9).  

The words of participant P29 describe a distinct and intentional, insight fueled, decision to undertake 
the journey towards potential future child-parent forgiveness:  

It suddenly occurred to me, in the strangest of places, at the exit of a clothing store in a 
shopping plaza on a regular Saturday afternoon, it was simply a moment of truth, a 
crossroads in my life, an ah-ha moment. I had been mulling my life over for the last couple 
years, my relationship with my parents wasn’t good, there and then I made the decision, no it 
was more of a vow to myself, that for my own good and the good of my own new family, I 
would make every effort, even heroic effort to get to a place where I could forgive my 
parents. I wasn’t at all sure and didn’t even think about how that could happen, what I would 
have to do, or how long it would take, but I grabbed onto this goal with all of my might, I 
would somehow get to the place where I could forgive them, and hopefully while they were 
still alive, for the sake of my health and those I love in my new family, for the sake of making 
a better life now than I had as a child. This was now in my power to do.  

Such a sentiment was echoed by participant P4: 

I have seen and learned that it is a choice (…). And I want to forgive. And the moment you 
make that choice, and take that step, yes, then God does something with it. Yes. 

And participant P11 said: 

It starts with a decision that you want it. And then you start doing that rationally, and then 
you notice ‘yes that's good’ and then you move on. From a certain point you start doing it 
with heart and soul and that's important: if you only do it with your head, then you have 
missed it. You have to put your heart and soul into doing that.  

The participants mentioned a number of important figures in their human environment as 
consolidating their decision to pursue forgiveness. One commonly mentioned figure was a 
professional therapist (n=21). Important to note however, for none of the participants was their 
original goal in beginning therapy the attainment of forgiveness.  

The words of participant P33 eloquently underscore the importance of therapist support for 
embarking on a forgiveness process:  

My therapist was very much in favor of my drive to pursue forgiveness. He even related how 
he himself had discovered the value of forgiveness in his own life and also how many of the 
people who he helped had been very pleased with their decision to try to forgive someone 
who had deeply hurt them in their life. He spoke of the hard work involved, that the decision 
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was only the beginning. But this seemed to calm me, as knowing what likely would be 
involved is far better than just going after something blindly, unrealistically. 

The words of participant P15 highlight the importance of therapist support as well as the support of 
the spouse in making the decision to begin the forgiveness process:  

I knew it was not my fault for what happened. Didn't want to feel guilty so I started to read 
some books, like: Attitude is everything. Jeff Keller opened my eyes, and going to a 
psychologist and a coach. I started therapy and it was the best decision I ever made for me.  

The spouse was certainly a prominent pro-forgiveness figure in participants narratives (n=5). Spousal 
support ranged from those who encouraged the undertaking of a forgiveness process but left the 
decision up to the injured partner, to those who vehemently insisted their spouse pursue child-
parent forgiveness. 

According to participant P17: 

My husband influenced me as he has always been supportive of my own feeling on the topic, 
so he empowered me to do what feels right. That helped a lot after a life of so many people 
telling me what is rights, I read a lot and I saw there is a lot of inheritance in our emotions 
and an important thing I had my husband’s understanding and acceptance. He was tolerant 
and delicate and compassionate with my feelings. 

An even more prominent pro-forgiveness figure in the participant’s family was a sibling (n=22). For 
several participants the sibling, usually older, assumed the important supportive role of helping 
him/her learn more about the true nature of the parentally inflicted injury. 

Participant P10 underscored the importance of sibling support:  

I discussed this with two sisters and a brother. I asked: do you recognize it? Everyone knew 
about the situation and how it had gone, and everyone suffered from it, never talked about it 
but said: well, it is true, we can support it. Then one sister said: I'm going with you. Well, that 
was really, really cool. 

Participant P26 echoed such sentiment: 

About forgiveness, I talked with my elder sister, she was eight years older than me and she 
knew more things about our family and about our mother's illness. 

The description of participant P10 was particularly poignant regarding sibling supportive 
involvement:  

'I called my father I wanted to come and tell calmly what is actually going on with me. Then I 
said that I still had a lot of trouble from the past, how he treated us as children, and that he 
hit and kicked quite regularly. His response was: I don't understand what you're talking about 
at all. And he said: now you want to blame this on me, such an old man in his old age, who is 
alone. That was his reaction, and I was really stunned and... (...) And then my brother said to 
my father: but I recognize it too. And I thought that was really wonderful, that without ever 
talking abut it, we could agree on this. And it really felt a real connection. 

Almost half of the participants mentioned sources of pro-forgiveness influence related to spirituality 
and religion, that consolidated their decision to begin a child-parent forgiveness process (n=23). 

In the words of participant P13  
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My only influence, in trying to find the reasons for my parents’ actions and in understanding 
also, was my faith. In it I found my comfort, emotional support, and the power to forgive. 
Faith played for me in this process perhaps the most important role… My faith in religion 
helped me believe there is much more good in this world. 

And participant P17 stated: 

So, my faith as spiritually and values played a major role…  

With respect to the positive influence of spirituality and religion on the decision to seek forgiveness, 
most prominent was the role of an ardent belief in a God who requires that people forgive (n=-3). For 
a number of participants this belief was coupled with the insight that because they themselves were 
forgiven by God they must do the same for others (n= 8). Still other participants spoke about actually 
hearing the voice of God directing them to forgive their parents (n= 3).  

In the eloquent words of participant P4: 

I have seen and learned that it is a choice, also by command of God. And He forgives us, it 
says in the Lord's prayer: as we forgive our debtors. (...) It is a choice to obey God's command. 
To forgive others. And when you take that step, that's at the hand of God and that's 
sometimes with a lot of difficulties and it's sometimes really a process.... Then at one point I 
said to God, "Well, if I must forgive then you must do it for me, because I can't do it”. And I 
remember walking out of my bed, and I remember almost to the inch where I stood, next to 
my bed, thinking, I've forgiven. I have forgiven. I've lost twenty-five pounds, it's a really, really 
weird feeling. And it was God who really did that in me. I really didn't do anything special. But 
God has helped me, yes He has done that in me, to be able to forgive.  

Participant P16 emphasizes the actual support God provides to the forgiveness decision:  

Faith helped me because I was not feeling alone that someone up there loves me. My grand 
grandmother told me once: be patient, God is big and sees everything. I wanted a good 
honest relationship with God. So I was wondered: how can I have a good relationship with 
God if I won't have one with my parents?!  

 

Forgiveness ultimately reached through a process where a humble realization of a joint humanity 
between themselves and their parents facilitates seeing the injurer and injury in its temporal, cultural 
and psychological context, and vice versa. 

The majority of participant narratives revealed a process whereby the recognition of a joint humanity 
between themselves and their parents facilitated an empathic understanding of the temporal, 
cultural and psychological context of the parental injurer and injury. What is more, that the growing 
empathic understanding of the context of the parental injury in turn reinforced the participant’s 
sense of joint humanity with the injurer (n=36). 

Such a dynamic was poignantly reflected in the words of participant P41:  

It took me a long time to forgive them even though I had made up my mind much before that 
that was what I wanted for myself and my future. Didn’t want to live the past anymore and 
let the past run my life. Struggled on the way to forgiveness, and was stuck for a couple years 
time. Couldn’t find a reason to forgive. Couldn’t find a way to get past all the negativity. Was 
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clear to me that I couldn’t have both… could never feel I forgave as long as I remained so 
negative toward them. Then almost suddenly it rolled over me like a wave… not just in my 
head. It immersed me. I understood, a deep truth, we are all human, we are all the product of 
our upbringing, my parents too, they did the best they could with the knowledge and skills 
they had, their parents didn’t teach them any better. That is sad but I could live with this… as 
the way of the world… of everyone. I felt deeply connected to humankind and this pushed me 
towards forgiveness. We are essentially just struggling to do our best with what we are 
handed out at birth.  

Such an insight was echoed in the words of participant P10:  

But gradually that started to develop, and I thought, yes, I've always condemned them very 
much, but now I'm also starting to understand them more. And that really makes you milder 
and you start to look at things differently, a little more forgiving. I thought: yes, they did 
manage to raise six children. With everything they had in their baggage. 
I came to understand my parents a lot more, also through my own pregnancies, how 
hormones can affect you so much, can make you so different and unstable. And that… yes, as 
you get older you understand that more and more. And I've always focused on what I didn't 
receive. And then you start thinking about what they did try to give. (…) And that is very 
difficult, that there is no possibility to ask or say that again or… Well, that has also been quite 
a process, which did help me understand a bit more about them. I noticed that this made me 
a lot milder.  

The ability of adult children to poignantly realize their joint humanity with their parents was 
facilitated by the assumption of an existential stance of humility.  

Such an inclination is reflected in the words of P38:  

I came to realize that even I make mistakes, as a parent and in general. Not only this, I have 
been forgiven for my worst mistakes, and some of them were severe. So I realize being part of 
humanity is making mistakes and forgiving hurts.  

Of prominence for a good number of participants was the temporal context surrounding the paternal 
injury. There was strong recognition that the hurtful parental behavior they experienced was 
normative and acceptable during those years when they were children (n=17) . 

Such an understanding underscored by participant P43: 

When I was a kid and they were raising me who knew or thought about kids, that we had 
feelings, that anything went on of importance in our heart and soul. Its not like today, nothing 
like today, where most people are aware of how delicate children are, how they can be 
scarred for life if mistreated by their parents. They were too busy building a nation, fighting 
for survival, wars, poverty, when they first came here they lived in tents and their only 
possession was their pots and pans.  

This was echoed in the words of P17:  

I understand her behavior now. I explored all the ways in which she really did the best she 
could with what she had. she was a better mother then her own mother was. A lot better, 
personal opinion, so instead of blaming her ‘demons’ I am now grateful for all the things she 
learned and did better than her own mother. By talking I started to understand the dynamics 
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of our relationship. I understood her actions. We were both living in the same story but under 
very different circumstances.  

Participants also stressed the relative cultural context of the parental injury. There was frequent 
recognition of the commanding influence of their parent’s cultural background on their harmful 
parenting behavior (n=15).  

Such was emphatically described by participant P30:  

My parents came from Morocco. They were brought up in a Moslem environment. They were 
steeped in primitive ways of relating to each other, as spouses and also as parents to us. 
There everyone hit their children. I think it is even encouraged in the Koran. So when they 
came to Israel they stayed with the same primitive ideas. Just lately when we are already 
grown up they have started to get more in step with the wider society. Most of their friends , 
when I was growing up, were also born and raised in Arab countries, Moslem societies, so 
they didn’t have much exposure to the more progressive ways of being parents to us.  

The psychological context of the parental injury was also highlighted by a number of participants who 
spoke about the decisive influence of their parents own psychological deficiencies and limitations, 
and often their parents own psychological wounds (n=8). 

The importance of this factor in leading to ultimate adult child forgiveness of parental injury was 
central in the words of P26: 

When my mother in law had the same illness as my mother did, Alzheimer, and I saw at some 
point how insensitive she became with her son, I forgave my mother. Also my mother had 
another mental illness. I understood than that a psychological disorder makes you heartless 
no matter what its name is. When I was young I didn't know that my mother is an impossible 
person because of her sufferance. 

According to participant P9: 

His father died when he was eleven. And then he agreed with his oldest brother: we mustn't 
make it difficult for mother, we will never speak about daddy again and we will be nice to her. 
So I don't think he never really processed the death of his father. (...) So that for me gave a lot 
of understanding of who he was, what he went through and how he actually tried his best.  

Participant P10 echoed a similar sentiment: 

I see my father as a man who has had a lot of injustice in his life, and has not been able to 
deal with it at all. But it also went nowhere. So everything has been bottled up, that he has 
become so bitter that he even kept his own children at bay. And if you learn to see it that way, 
I actually feel a lot of pity for him. Yes, and I would have loved to have told him that.  

According to participant P40: 

My parents were deeply affected in a very negative way… in the last years I realized they they 
weren’t just quirky, or strange… as children of holocaust survivors. They were definitely 
carrying trauma… and they acted like it to us… so much anger… so much into themselves, 
terrible neglect of us… depression… when I grew up I met more people of the third generation 
and I began to read about it for myself… that really impacted me, I was feeling lots of 
empathy towards them.  
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For a substantial number of participants the development of the realization of a common humanity 
with their parents and an understanding of the wider context of the parentally inflicted injury, 
appeared to be related to ongoing contact and in particular, active child-parent forgiveness seeking 
behavior especially apology (n=20). 

Such was the situation for participant P31: 

We never broke off contact though most of our meetings were brief and I myself wasn’t very 
happy to meet them. Did so out of a sense of obligation. But one time, out of the blue, and 
completely surprising to me, as we were just finishing up supper on some holiday meal, my 
parents began talking… more personal than usual… unplanned I think but they went on and 
on, they hadn’t before, about personal stuff. My father never spoke about himself and his 
childhood. This was a turning point for me in understanding where he was coming from as a 
person and as my parent. It was an eye opener and a breath of fresh air in our relationship 
Something very authentic and not technical for once.  

Participant P44 refers to conscious and planned forgiveness seeking behavior by his parents:  

It made all the difference that my parents made many efforts in their many apologies, and 
there were many apologies from them, to explain, but not justify, their hurtful behavior 
towards us. I could tell they were really sweating and it was very uncomfortable to sit with us 
and bear their souls, to speak about their own childhoods and how they were mistreated by 
their primitive uneducated parents who worked from dawn to dusk and when they were 
finally at home, were so terrible to them. It takes a lot of determination and guts and I think 
love, for parents to be so vulnerable in front of their grown children.  

It should be noted that participants forgiveness, once reached, was very often not explicitly 
communicated to the parent and when it was, most frequently forgiveness communication was 
indirect (n=21). 

Illustratively in the words of participant P2: 

When I had forgiven them, all the positive things came out. So my thinking towards my 
parents became more positive. And the negative things just sort of disappeared. And I also 
started saying out loud to myself dad I forgive you, dad I forgive you. No, I didn’t tell my 
father. What I did was write down all the positive things that kept coming up in the months 
after that. And that's what I wrote to them. Of these are all nice memories that... But I didn't 
want to hurt their feelings by saying I've forgiven….it wouldn’t have been received properly 

 

Forgiveness of parents, although an ongoing process, brings many fruits  

All participants spoke of the various ways in which the attainment of a state of forgiveness brought 
them highly significant positive outcomes, both personal and relational (n=48).  

Almost universally prominent in the participants’ accounts of personal gain was the overwhelming 
sense of liberation, of freedom from persisting onerous negative emotions, such as pain, anger, 
disappointment, and blame, that had deleteriously effected their wellbeing (n=45).  

In the words of participant P2:  
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If you can forgive people and let go of things, for whatever reasons, or whatever path you 
take, it makes you freer, looser. From the past, from what was done to you… Just an awful 
backpack, or whatever load falls off your back, and you're no longer held with claws in your 
back. You don't have to worry about that anymore. Almost literally.  

The gaining of freedom from negativity was ardently expressed echoed by other participants, for 
instance by P5: 

It has made my life freer again. That I was freed from that hatred, from that hatred that I had 
for my mother. It really set me free from anger at her.  

And by P6: 

I think it's kind of a process, which helps to eventually free or break free from people who 
have done things to you.  

Attainment of a state of forgiveness also seemed to bring freedom and liberation from rumination 
fueled thoughts of revenge on their parents. 

In the words of participant P11: 

That what was done to me, that I don't blame those people anymore. And that my so-called 
right to... that they have to recognize that, that they have to apologize for that, to let that go. 
And also that I must get something in return for what they have done, a kind of revenge for 
example, that I don't need to have that anymore. So letting go of everything and what I find 
through that is freedom. 

A surrendering of the notion of revenge is also clearly evident in the words of participant P7:  

I thought, God asks of us in the first place, and Jesus shows it to us, to forgive even though 
forgiveness is not asked. (...) For it is not for me to charge it. Help me to let go of my anger. 
Help me to let go of my bitterness. Help me to let go of the feelings of revenge that there are 
sometimes, especially have been. And that was a battle with God, that was a real battle with 
God. And yes, he will help you but it is not right eh, just pray and it's over or something. (...) If 
I had remained in my anger, I would not have been able to restore contact with my father at 
the time, as far as it had been restored. That wouldn't have worked, it wouldn't have worked. 
So that did change. And there was softness too. And there was contact again.  

The liberation from negative emotions and vengeful thoughts directed towards their parents 
appeared for a number of participants to lead to more confidence in themselves and their abilities 
(n=5). 

In the words of participant P4:  

It helped me to be able to indicate my limits better. Because I was better able to say this is my 
area. Or my boundary. And you want to cross that. It helped me, I think it helped me to be 
more stable. 

The interpersonal fruits of forgiveness were also described by most participants (n=41) . For the 
majority forgiveness led to better relations with parents. (n=40). 

Such a change was emphatically described by participant P12: 
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Yes. Well at least it changed the relationship with my father very much. It has also changed 
my relationship with my mother. It has affected the relationship of my father with other 
children. (...) And if I would meet a nice guy now, I could handle it I think. So that changed it. I 
can now be with my dad, he had heart surgery a few years ago, then I can sit next to him in 
intensive care. He was out of consciousness or half conscious or something but then I can just 
sweetly stroke his arm.  

It was also evident in the words of participant P7:  

In any case, the whole process has changed the relationship with my father a lot, and also the 
relationship with my mother. And it has affected my father's relationship with the other 
children.  

A few participants mentioned a newfound positive perception of childhood experiences with their 
parents (n=5) . 

In the words of P12: 

From that last moment it was gone. I speak about my father, uhm, I suddenly started seeing 
different things from him. I've started remembering other things, um. When I looked at 
pictures of him, it actually immediately irritated me. I thought: that's his holy face. Now I 
thought: oh, what a nice man actually, what a nice touch. I've come to understand, much 
more of his background, his pain.  

Participant P7 even mentioned a renewed love for their parent: 

Then I also dared to feel love for him again. And that succeeded. It remains difficult, I must 
say that very honestly, it remains difficult. Yes, love, compassion, we both had to cry a lot. 

Such improvement of relations with parents in some instances also led to a renewal of a child’s 
capacity to take care of parents in their times of severe need. 

Participant P3 describes: 

I enjoyed having contact with him again. And I could still take care of him a little bit. I liked to 
get him drinks or give him something to eat. And later he also deteriorated. Actually already 
two years later he passed away. So I had contact with him for two years. And the last months 
I actually accompanied him towards dying as well. 

This having been said it should be emphasized that for many participants child-parent forgiveness did 
not result in actual reconciliation with them (n=29). 

Participant P34 emphasized: 

Even though I forgave I was still left scarred and without the energy to risk being in touch 
with them, to risk another hurt... just wanted to let the past go… I don’t feel I need them in 
my life now or in the future… 

The difficulty in reconciliation was echoed by participant P7: 

But there's also anger about damage, that's not necessarily anger at him maybe, but well... I 
think there is anger sometimes, because my life is marked by it, also by what has happened. 
There are consequences, which I have been angry about at times that I also have to bear 
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those consequences. But that's different from the anger that there was from bitterness, ehm, 
from anger, ehm, from condemnation, I let that go.  

Child-parent forgiveness also facilitated improvement of most of the participants’ other significant 
relationships, with spouses, children, and even grandchildren (n=40) . 

In the words of participant P6: 

Yes, certainly. On my husband and on my children. And on the things I do with other people, 
yes I think so. A lot more relaxation. And a lot more that they see who I really am. That I got 
more space to become myself. 

Such a positive consequence is echoed by a participant who eloquently described a change in spousal 
relations P47: 

The effect has been dramatic on my marriage, in a very positive way. I was displaced my 
anger on my parents on my partner… no wit seems to her that I am also a different person, 
not always with an axe to grind, not constantly bitter to her. Not always looking to pick a 
fight,  

Participant P11 emphasized a positive change in her ability to be a parent and grandparent  

I have given it to Jesus and I have also received what has failed me, I have also asked Him to 
give me all that motherly love that I never received. And I do feel that He has. I can give my 
children then, my grandchildren, I can really give much more love, happily. 

Such fruits of forgiveness notwithstanding many participants perceived their forgiveness process as 
ongoing, further consolidated and strengthened in the future (n=7) . 

In the words of participant P48: 

Forgiveness has made a giant change in my own life and those around me, but I sense there is 
more that can be achieved, that this forgiveness can be deepened… and that with time I will 
act more and more differently towards myself and others because I have finally forgiven my 
childhood adversity.  

 

Discussion 

Many of the research findings appeared to echo existing literature on forgiveness. 

In speaking about the antecedents of embarking a process of forgiveness, participants highlighted 
pro-forgiveness insights. These were brought about by reflections on experiences that fostered the 
process of personal development. Brown and colleagues (2007) highlight the cognitive, emotional 
and behavioral maturity of adulthood as a prerequisite for children coming to terms with the 
substantial injury inflicted on them by their parents. Brann, Rittenour and Myers (2007) echo this 
dynamic and highlight the importance of children growing up and moving out of the parental home 
and establishing their own independence as promoting a coming to terms with childhood parental 
injury. Breshears (2015) found that adult children who had forgiven a severe interpersonal injury by 
their parents reported that crucial to the beginning of their forgiveness process was the attainment 
of an insight gleaned through adult life experience, that only through forgiveness would they be able 
to gain well being and lead healthy lives. A desire to reach personal well being, unrelated to a desire 
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to increase the well being of the injuring parent, was a central motivational factor in striving towards 
forgiveness. Related to this Kelley (2005) and Younger and colleagues (2004) reached the conclusion 
that forgiveness motivation rested primarily on a desire of individuals to rid themselves of the 
distress related to lingering unforgiveness of interpersonal injury.  

Participants description of making a conscious willed decision to pursue forgiveness, reinforced by a 
pro-forgiveness environment consisting of people and teachings encouraging forgiveness, also 
echoes existing literature. Haroon and colleagues (2021) claimed that forgiveness begins with a 
choice made by those who have been injured. Anderson and Natrajan-Tyagi (2016) in their study of 
the forgiveness processes spouses undergo following severe injury by their partner, found that a pro-
forgiveness community was necessary for a forgiveness process to actually begin. Such a community 
was comprised both of abstract and concrete elements. Abstract pro-forgiveness elements in 
individuals community consisted of spiritual ideas that promote forgiveness and concrete community 
was conceptualized as influential people and non-religious ideas that promoted forgiveness in the 
environment surrounding an injured person.  

Participant narratives underscored the emotion-cognitive work that was involved in attaining actual 
forgiveness. Most prominent here was the achievement of a humble realization of a joint humanity 
between themselves and their parents and subsequent realization of the temporal, psychological and 
cultural context of the parental inflicted injury, and vice versa. Similar efforts to reach forgiveness are 
echoed in the forgiveness literature. For example, contextual theory speaks of an adult reassessment 
of history in this context (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Krasner, 1986). In speaking about the antecedents of 
embarking a process of forgiveness, participants highlighted pro-forgiveness insights. These were 
brought about by reflections on experiences that fostered the process of personal development. 

Breshears (2015) underscored the intricately complex inner work needed by individuals in order to 
attain a state of forgiveness following a severe interpersonal transgression. What is more, Farrell and 
colleagues (2015) emphasize the importance of humility, an accurate view of oneself including an 
awareness of one’s own limitations and one’s own injurious behavior towards others, as a scaffold 
for efforts to reach interpersonal forgiveness and even relationship repair. Worthington, Brown, and 
McConnell (2019) perceive humility as an actual prerequisite for reaching forgiveness in that it 
reminds us that there is only one God, and he is not on earth. Human fallibility is seen to be 
universal. Gnaulati (2022) coins humility as one of the healthiest emotional states. Indeed Smallen 
(2019) speaks of the importance of cultivating an overarching non judgmental awareness of 
humanity and human behavior as important in achieving forgiveness of the other, the value in seeing 
the injurer as part of the greater circle of humanity inherently suffering though at the same time 
doing its best. Compassion for the injurer may be promoted (McCullough et al., 1997). 

Empathy by and also for the injurer is a well recognized factor of commanding importance in 
promoting interpersonal forgiveness, that is the ability to turn into another and thus genuinely 
understand the context in which the other person was mired when he committed (Farrow et al., 
2001; Kimmes & Durtschi, 2016; Morse & Metts, 2011; Vera Cruz & Mullet, 2019). Berndsen and 
Wenzel (2018) highlighted the special importance of the injured individual gaining insight as to how 
past patterns of family injustice and maltreatment in the injurer’s life developed and fundamentally 
limited the injurers capacity for free choice. Indeed the injured individual may also realize that placed 
in the same circumstances he might likely also inflict a considerable interpersonal injury. By 
profoundly understanding the contextual limitation of the injurer the level of the injurer’s culpability 
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is lessened changing the relative position of both injurer and injured, though at the same time the 
severity and injustice of the injury are not lessened. This corresponds to what contextual theory calls 
an 'adult reassessment' of history, a process in which grown-up children reconsider their 
interpretation of the injustice suffered on the basis of a further investigation into the parents and the 
circumstances under which the injustice took place (van der Meiden et al., 2019, 2020). Breshears 
(2015) refers to the centrality of reframing per se in the attainment of interpersonal forgiveness, that 
is changing ones attributional assumptions about why the injurer inflicted the injury, and even ones 
perceptions about the scope and volume of the negative consequences of the injury. In his study of 
the forgiveness by adult children of their alcoholic parent Breshears (2015) underscores the 
centrality of beginning to attribute injurious parental behavior to an illness and not a personal 
deficiency. Bell, Kamble and Fincham (2018) echo Breshears (2015) and emphasize the more the 
causal attribution for the injury can be dispersed among several agents the more smooth the 
attainment of forgiveness.  

In addition, the narratives of some participants that suggested ongoing contact with parents that 
allowed for the child-parent forgiveness seeking behavior of apology to take place, and appeared to 
substantially promote empathy for the injurer, also strongly echoes the forgiveness literature.  

Apology is recognized as a common and often potent conciliatory device following the infliction of 
severe injury, thus playing a significant role in the forgiveness process (Ebesu Huberd et al., 2013; Hu 
et al., 2019). They typically include the offender’s expression of remorse, acknowledging an injury, 
taking responsibility for its infliction, recognition of its negative impact, a promise that it will not 
reoccur and a clear request for forgiveness  (Morse & Metts, 2011; Roschk & Kaiser, 2012). 

Apology can also include an offer of compensation for hurtful behavior (Kirchhoff et al., 2012; 
Pansera & La Guardia, 2012). It has been suggested that a factor contributing to the effectiveness of 
apologies is that the injured individual may often see the injurer experiencing difficulty and struggling 
with offering an apology, in effect making it a moderate punishment for the injurer (Fincham et al., 
2002; Takaku, 2002). 

The narratives of participants which highlighted a lack of direct communication of attained 
forgiveness to their parents also echo the literature. Breshears (2015) found in his study of adult 
children of alcoholic parents that forgiveness once attained, when expressed at all, was done so only 
in an indirect manner such as spending more time with them, or buying them gifts on important 
occasions. Kelley and Waldron (2005) delineate the range of forgiveness communication strategies, 
where direct communication is conceptualized as the ideal form. Sheldon, Gilchrist-Petty and Adam 
Lessley (2014) echo their appraisal of the preferable forgiveness communication strategy.  

Participant delineation of the positive outcomes, both personal and interpersonal, of forgiveness is 
also echoed in the literature. Most prominent among personal outcomes are reduction of negative 
emotions, such as anger, anxiety and depression and increase in positive affect, including compassion 
and benevolence, including towards the injurer, and sense of self esteem and environmental mastery 
(Legaree et al., 2007; Worthington et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2015). Physical health is also positively 
effected by forgiveness (Pernicano et al., 2022). 

Prominent interpersonal benefits of forgiveness include increased relationship commitment and 
satisfaction, ability to deal effectively with future relationship hurts, as well as an openness to using 
one’s own story of injury and recovery to help others in maltreating relationships (Anderson & 
Natrajan-Tyagi, 2016; Ingersoll-Dayton et al., 2009; Kim & Enright, 2016).  
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Conclusions 

The current research highlights four constituent elements of the process adult children may 
experience in forgiving their parents for substantial injury inflicted during childhood and 
adolescence. These components emerged from the in-depth interviews of forty-eight participants 
from The Netherlands, Romania, and Israel. Each element of the forgiveness process uncovered, 
carries important implications for mental health professionals working with individuals struggling 
with early parentally inflicted wounds.  

Notwithstanding the overall similarity of participant narratives across nations, some differences 
between Israeli, Romanian and Dutch participants deserve mention.  

The pro-forgiveness environments of Dutch and Romanian participants were richly laden with 
religious, and specifically Christian doctrine, scripture and also spiritual leaders, consistent with the 
substantial literature on the commanding positive influence of Christianity on forgiveness of 
Christians (Kim & Enright, 2016; van Herpen & Kruizinga, 2022; E. Worthington et al., 2019). Such was 
much less the case for Israeli participants. Jewish religious teachings, though present in participant 
narratives, did not constitute a commanding influence on the participants’ pro-forgiveness 
momentum. Such a finding may reflect sampling differences between nations. However, it may also 
reflect the relatively conservative view on forgiveness in Jewish theology and teaching (Rozin et al., 
2014; E. Worthington et al., 2019). 

Another nuance of difference between Dutch, Romanian and Israeli participants was the 
substantially greater involvement of parents in their children’s forgiveness process. Israeli parents 
seemed to more often engage in active forgiveness seeking behaviors, particularly the offering of 
apologies, an effective forgiveness seeking strategy (Dollahite et al., 2019). The link between 
forgiveness and injurer repentance demonstrated through actual steps of forgiveness seeking, 
appears consistent with the literature that discusses unconditional versus conditional forgiveness (E. 
Worthington et al., 2019). Forgiveness seeking among Israeli parents, when it occurred, was made 
possible by children’s insistence on not cutting off connection with their parents completely. What is 
more, Israeli participants more often, after having achieved forgiveness, actually renewed their 
relationship with them.  

While these nuances of national difference should be further examined this study makes a modest 
though distinct contribution is buttressing the notion of a relatively universal process of adult child 
forgiveness of severe parental injury.  
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