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What makes self-forgiveness so difficult (for some)? 
Understanding the lived experience of those stuck in 
self-condemnation
Lydia Woodyatta, Melissa de Vel-Palumboa, Anna Barronb, Christiana Harousa, 
Michael Wenzela and Shannon de Silvaa

aCollege of Education, Psychology and Social Work, Flinders University, Adelaide, Australia; bPrinceton 
School of Public and International Affairs, Princeton University, New Jersey, USA

ABSTRACT
Why do some people become stuck in self-condemnation? We 
explore the lived experiences of people (N = 80) who describe 
being unable to forgive themselves following a perceived failure 
or wrongdoing (N = 41), with those who have been able to forgive 
themselves (N = 39). Applying Thematic Analysis we identified four 
main themes: (1) past as present vs. future-focused, (2) concerns 
about agency, (3) concerns about social-moral identity, and (4) 
coping as reducing negative emotions vs. working through. In 
addition, we describe two subthemes: (a) a heightened sense of 
responsibility due to a caregiving role and (b) forgiving oneself after 
being victimized. The findings of this study contribute to our the
oretical understanding of the complexity of self-forgiveness and 
self-condemnation.
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“Its important to forgive.” [Interviewee] 

“Who do you have the hardest time forgiving?” [Interviewer] 

“Myself.” [Interviewee, Humans of New York, April 24, 2014]
In life, relationships, the workplace, child-rearing, and in the course of service (e.g., health 
care, law enforcement, military), people can fail, do harm, and commit wrong, both 
intentionally or unintentionally. To move forward, people talk anecdotally about the 
need to self-forgive – to release themselves from self-condemnation and self-blame. 
While a growing body of research examines self-forgiveness and its correlates, many 
questions remain about the lived experience of self-forgiveness, particularly for those who 
struggle with self-condemnation or feel unable to forgive themselves. How are others 
able to accept responsibility for their past actions, release themselves from negative 
emotions, and move forward? Why do some people get stuck in remorse, guilt and 
shame, and feel unable to forgive themselves? Indeed, maladaptive rumination, shame 
and guilt can be understood as transdiagnostic features of many mental illnesses (Kring,  
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2008; Luca, 2019; S. M. Wong et al., 2023). Given the adverse consequences of excessive 
guilt and shame on mental health and wellbeing (Gambin & Sharp, 2018; Kealy et al., 2021; 
Kim et al., 2011), understanding people’s experiences who find self-forgiveness difficult or 
impossible is important and can provide insight into a range of processes like moral injury 
and repair, emotional processing, memory and personal growth. Research on self-forgive
ness has tended to focus on the experiences of participants who score highly on con
tinuous self-report measures of self-forgiveness (Massengale et al., 2017). However, the 
experience of self-forgiveness, like many psychological phenomena, is unlikely to be 
neatly captured on a linear continuum (Woodyatt & Wenzel, 2020). As a result, self- 
forgiveness research has been critiqued for its reliance on mono-method (quantitative, 
correlational, cross-sectional), which may mask the complexities and nuances that matter 
when supporting people personally struggling with these issues (see Strelan, 2017, for 
a discussion). Thus, in this study, we employ a qualitative research approach. Our goal was 
to explore the lived experience of people who report that they are unable to forgive 
themselves. We compare this with the experience of those who report being able to self- 
forgive. Our key research question was what makes self-forgiveness so difficult – for some.

Understanding self-forgiveness and possible barriers to self-forgiveness

Self-forgiveness has been defined as “a process [of] acknowledging and working through 
one’s responsibility for one’s perceived transgression, but then releasing self- 
condemnation with its associated emotional, cognitive, and behavioral consequences” 
(Woodyatt & Wenzel, 2020, p. 23). Importantly, self-forgiveness, like interpersonal forgive
ness, is not simply letting oneself “off the hook” – rather, it is the process of taking genuine 
responsibility for one’s actions (Tangney et al., 2007). Self-forgiveness has thus been 
conceptualized as an interaction between two dimensions: the cognitive component of 
taking responsibility, and the emotional component of releasing negative feelings about 
the self (Griffin et al., 2018; Wenzel et al., 2012). This tension, of accepting responsibility 
while maintaining one’s sense of positive self-regard, has been identified as a core 
challenge of self-forgiveness (Fisher & Exline, 2010).

Woodyatt et al. (2017) theorize that the difficulty of self-forgiveness may arise from an 
unresolved tension between a person’s need for social-moral identity and their need for 
agency. Social-moral identity threat can be understood as the need to be viewed (and to 
view oneself) as a “good and appropriate group member or relationship partner,” or 
“people’s interconnected sense of belonging and sense of self-consistency” (Woodyatt 
et al., 2017, p. 46). Acting in a way that is inconsistent with one’s own or one’s group’s 
values results in a need to reestablish these values and the identity that underpins them 
(Okimoto & Wenzel, 2014; Shnabel & Nadler, 2015; Woodyatt & Wenzel, 2014). Grappling 
with one’s transgression and how to respond to it can also lead to a threat the need for 
agency (also referred to as the need for power and control; Shnabel & Nadler, 2008, 2015; 
Woodyatt & Wenzel, 2014; Woodyatt et al., 2017, 2022). The need for agency is the 
capacity to act in and have an influence over one’s own life (Abele & Wojciszke, 2014), 
and includes perceptions of one’s competency, power, control, and strength or self- 
determination. Although most research on the need for agency has focused on the 
experience of victims (Shnabel & Nadler, 2015; Wenzel, Okimoto, Feather, & Platow,  
2008), offenders, too, can experience a threat to their agency when faced with 
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repercussions following a wrongdoing (e.g., they feel forced to make concessions; 
Okimoto et al., 2013).

When one commits a transgression, there is a tension between these two needs and 
how to reconcile them. On one hand, to acknowledge one’s agency over what has 
occurred implies that one is responsible for one’s wrong actions and is therefore not 
a “good” person – violating one’s need for social-moral identity. Thus, those struggling 
with their past actions may try to exonerate themselves by deflecting responsibility (e.g., 
by blaming others or external circumstances); however, this, in turn, leaves their sense of 
agency low. On the other hand, taking responsibility leaves one’s sense of agency intact. 
However, while this might (eventually) lead to self-forgiveness for some (as they find 
a way to work through their responsibility while restoring a positive sense of self-regard), 
others may find it difficult to free themselves from the guilt and/or shame implied by their 
responsibility – leaving them unable to resolve the threat to social-moral identity. It is 
possible that people may vacillate between these poles in complex and reflexive loops. In 
line with this idea, a higher sense of agency (i.e., responsibility) for one’s actions has been 
found to be associated with both self-forgiveness and self-condemnation (Fisher & Exline,  
2006). People may find it difficult to self-forgive because of this implied trade-off between 
psychological needs.

However, the complex nature of the processes underlying self-forgiveness call for more 
nuanced and less reductionist methods than those that have traditionally been deployed 
in the field. Our aim in the current study was to use a qualitative approach to explore the 
experiences of those who reported being able to self-forgive (following a real or perceived 
transgression or personal failure), and those who report being unable to self-forgive. We 
compare and contrast participants’ accounts to examine whether (and how) participants’ 
emotions, cognitions, and coping strategies express themselves across these two different 
experiences with self-forgiveness while examining how the lived experience compares or 
contrasts with theoretical perspectives on what makes self-forgiveness difficult (for some). 
In doing so, our approach seeks to provide a detailed understanding of the varied 
experiences of self-forgiveness to 1) contribute to our theoretical understanding of the 
phenomenon, and 2) offer insights for clinicians working with clients struggling with self- 
forgiveness.

Materials and methods

Participants

We approached a general community sample of US residents for participation in a study 
titled “Autobiographical memory for interpersonal transgressions” via Amazon’s 
Mechanical Turk (MTurk). MTurk samples allow for participant diversity (Chandler & 
Shaprio, 2016) and can facilitate open and anonymous discussion of what may be 
personal and sensitive topics for participants to disclose (Rhodes et al., 2003).1 

Consistent with our institutional ethics approval, respondents gave their informed con
sent prior to commencing the survey and were debriefed at its conclusion.

The final sample consisted of 80 adults2 (53.8% female), ranging in age from 21 to 
79 years, mean age 36.46, SD = 13.28. We collected a relatively large number of 
experiences, as we assumed there would be a wide range of variability and complexity 
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in accounts. Participants reported their ethnic background as White/Caucasian (68.8%), 
Black/African American (10%), Asian (7.5%), Hispanic (8.8%), Native American (1.3%), 
while 3.8% listed US states rather than ethnicities. Participants reported a range of 
perceived wrongdoings: betrayal or letting others down (35%), e.g., being absent from 
others’ lives, neglecting obligations to others, cheating on their partner; personal 
failures (30%), e.g., not completing education, not completing work to personal 
standards, staying in dysfunctional relationships; harm to others – verbal or emotional 
(15%), e.g., bullying, insulting others; physical harm to others (10%), which was 
normally accidental, e.g., being involved in a car accident; property damage/stealing 
(8%); other (3%).

Procedure

Participants were asked to think of a time (1) where they were able to forgive themselves, 
or (2) where they were unable to forgive themselves. If they could not answer the first 
question they received, they were then provided with the alternate question. The order of 
questions presented was counterbalanced and randomized across participants. 12 parti
cipants responded no to both questions and were directed to the end of the survey. 5 
participants responded no to a time when they were able to self-forgive, but then could 
complete unable to self-forgive questions, with a total of 39 participants recalling a time 
they were able to forgive themselves. 16 participants responded no to recalling a time 
they were unable to self-forgive, but then were able to complete able to self-forgive, with 
a total of 41 participants recalling a time that they were unable to self-forgive. Participants 
completed demographic questions before receiving a set of open-ended questions asking 
them to recall the event for which they were able or unable to forgive themselves. 
Participants were first asked to recall the event: In as much detail as possible recall the 
event for which you were able [unable/able] to forgive yourself. Subsequent questions were 
designed to explore the underlying perceived needs, motivations, processes, and con
sequences of their experience: Why did you feel as if you needed to forgive yourself? What 
processes or strategies did you use to (or attempt to) forgive yourself? Describe any barriers 
you faced when trying to self-forgive (if any) and how you overcame them? How do you feel 
about the event now? Participants unable to forgive spending notably more time describ
ing their experiences (mean 10 minutes) than those able to forgive (mean 7 minutes).

Our philosophical approach falls within the subtle realist perspective (Hammersley,  
2002). That is, we chose to assume that participants’ accounts are true to their experience 
and understanding of reality, but that these accounts are approximate – not perfect – 
representations of an objective reality. Thus, while these accounts involve social construc
tion, we nonetheless assumed that consistencies across accounts could help us identify 
potential underlying psychological processes that can be generalized beyond the sample.

Analytic method

We conducted reflexive thematic analysis following the guidelines proposed by Braun 
and Clarke (2006, 2020) which emphasize “the importance of the researcher’s subjectivity 
as analytic resource, and their reflexive engagement with theory, data and interpretation” 
(Braun & Clarke, 2020, p. 330).3 In line with this, our expertise in psychology and self- 
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forgiveness influenced our interpretation of the data, but we reflected on and challenged 
our preconceptions (see below). We complemented this approach with a coding reliability 
framework to provide consensus on the identifiability of the themes (see Roberts et al., 
2019).4

We undertook multiple, iterative stages of analysis. Initial stages of analysis involved 
a more surface-level interpretation of the accounts, with the aim of immersing oneself in 
the data with minimal assumptions about deeper meanings or patterns in the accounts. 
Subsequent stages of analysis moved beyond the semantic level, to the interpretive level 
(Boyatzis, 1998), using theoretical understandings as a framework to make sense of the 
accounts (Layder, 1998). We were interested in examining how the data fit with wider 
theories related to self-forgiveness (i.e., we examined how truth-like these theories 
appeared to be; Danermark et al., 2002), and how the data changed or challenged our 
(theoretical) understanding of self-forgiveness – attempting to keep our preconceptions 
“permeable” (Madill et al., 2000; Stiles, 1993). In this way the analytic approach included 
iterations between inductive and deductive modes of analysis. Themes were developed 
and revised in an iterative process through engagement with the data and discussions 
between the authors. Finally, we developed a coding framework that described each 
theme along with text examples (Appendix 1) to test for inter-rater consistency. This 
framework allowed us to test the consistency of the occurrence of themes within the 
corpus between multiple readers. We used third and fourth authors (with the fourth 
author blind to previous discussions about interpretation) and measured inter-rater 
consistency by calculating Cohen’s Kappa coefficient for each code (Cohen, 1960). The 
overall kappa coefficient for the codebook (i.e., the average kappa across all themes) was 
0.66, indicating substantial intercoder consistency (Landis & Koch, 1977). Themes were 
highly prevalent, with each theme identified by coders as present in 40–90% of accounts. 
Finally, all themes and text were reviewed by all the authors, to allow for discussion of the 
coherence and confidence in the interpretation.

Results

Four overarching themes illustrated people’s experiences with self-forgiveness: (1) past-as 
-present vs. future-focused, (2) concerns about agency, (3) concerns about moral-social 
identity, and (4) coping as reducing negative emotions vs. working through. In addition, 
we also describe two subthemes under concerns about agency: (a) heightened respon
sibility due to caregiving role and (b) forgiving oneself after being victimized.5 Within each 
theme we aim to illustrate the differences and similarities between the experiences of 
participants able to self-forgive and participants unable to self-forgive. For all participant 
quotes any typographical errors have been retained as per the original text. Participants’ 
own words are used to describe their ethnic background, and as such these vary in 
nomenclature.

Theme 1: Past-as-present vs. Future-focused

For those unable to self-forgive, the past is present
Participants who reported being unable to self-forgive expressed the proximity of 
the event to the present day. For example, one participant wrote about being 
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unable to forgive herself after her daughter was bullied at school; “It is a raw 
feeling. Just like it happened yesterday, but I moved my daughter 4 years ago.” (P. 
20, 49-years, White Female). Another participant stated, “It still feels so close in my 
mind . . . We’ve been past it for about 20 years, I still feel awful . . . ” (P. 5, 42 years, 
White Male). These two accounts highlight how despite the passing of time, the 
event felt very present to participants – both in terms of the subjective experience 
of time, and the intensity of their emotional experience. Other participants expli
citly mention feeling that their self-condemnation is keeping them stuck in the 
past. “I feel like feeling this way is making me not move forward in life.” (P. 10, 35  
years, Hispanic Female).

Another dimension to this theme was reexperiencing. Many participants unable to self- 
forgive reported replaying the event in their mind. For example, “It is just something that 
plays over in my mind a lot and it’s like the event keeps happening and I feel all the 
emotions all over again . . . I still get the same emotions, regret, guilt, sadness, blame.” (P. 
22, 32 years, White Female).

In addition, several participants described the past as having a lasting impact on the 
present day, describing a range of (perceived) consequences: a lack of financial resources, 
a lack of job opportunities, not being able to provide for loved ones, or ongoing 
consequences surrounding how they felt about themselves and others. One participant 
who wrote about having lost a large amount of money expressed not being able to 
forgive himself because “[I] can’t give to spouse all she monetarily deserves.” (P. 32, 64  
years, White Male). Many participants discussed the consequences of not being able to 
self-forgive, and how this was affecting their self-condemnation, self-confidence, self- 
esteem, relationships, and mood. One participant wrote [that if they had been able to self- 
forgive]: “I might have been able to keep my relationships a little nicer and less ugly.” (P. 5, 
42 years, White Male). Another participant described, “my mood would have been better 
for all these years, and I might have been a more cheerful person.” (P. 13, 46 years, White 
Male).

For those able to forgive, the focus was on the present and the future
In contrast to participants unable to self-forgive, the accounts from participants who 
reported being able to self-forgive were characterized by a conscious decision to move 
away from the past and look toward the future: “I had to let it go to move on with my life.” 
(P. 49, 21 years, Black Female). “I needed to forgive myself so I could stop blaming myself 
and stop looking toward the past when I needed to be looking toward the future . . . ” (P. 
53, 25 years, Hispanic Female), “I needed to forgive myself because I believe that was the 
best way for me to move on and improve.” (P. 62, 26-years, White Male). Nonetheless, 
several participants highlighted the difficulty of moving forward, and that there is con
certed effort involved in staying focused on the future. For example, one participant 
wrote, “I feel like it’s over, but I need to keep trying not to get too distracted.” (P. 51, 30- 
years, White female).

Participants who had forgiven themselves seemed to be experiencing less “hot” or 
intrusive emotions than those unable to forgive, though many reported that there were 
still several negative emotions associated with the event. For example, “I feel regretful 
about it still, but it is not all consuming like it used to be.” (P. 53, 25-years, Hispanic 
Female). For many, the experience was associated with mixed emotions. P. 61 (24-years, 
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White Female) reported still feeling regretful, but also a reduction in feeling “horrible” and 
angry (toward oneself) and an increase in gratitude over time.

Theme 2: Concerns about agency

For participants unable to self-forgive there was vacillation around personal 
responsibility
Concerns about agency primarily related to responsibility for what occurred. Across many 
of the accounts, participants struggling with self-forgiveness seemed to be experiencing 
a vacillation between defensiveness (e.g., denying wrongdoing, shifting blame) and 
perceived responsibility. Moreover, many participants seemed to be grappling with issues 
of foresight and action initiation. That is, many expressed frustrations regarding what they 
could have known, or should have done, but did not do.

Heightened responsibility due to caregiving role
Some participants expressed a heightened sense of responsibility when the event 
involved the wellbeing of another person. Often this was when participants were occupy
ing a caring role (e.g., for a family member). This heightened sense of responsibility was 
present in several cases where participants felt responsible for harming someone who 
was intoxicated, struggling with addiction, was elderly, or had a physical disability. For 
example,

There was a time where i was at a party with one of my friends who had alot to drink that 
night. Once the evening came to a close he insisted on driving home. I knew this was a bad 
idea because he was drunk but i was also drunk and he was very persistent bout it. So i did 
not stop him and on his way home he hit a pole and got very injured. I feel like i need to 
forgive myself because it was not my decision to drive the car drunk. My friend thought he 
could handle that and it was his decision. I do feel bad about it but at the same time it is my 
friends life. I tried to stop thinking about it and telling myself it wasnt my fault. Because if 
i was just a little more persistent then he was about driving drunk then he wouldnt have 
gotten in the accident. P. 1, Male, 21-years, white.

In this account we see the participant oscillating between self-exoneration and taking 
responsibility. First, responsibility is heightened, in this case because the friend was 
intoxicated. There is implied caring in both the relationship as friend, but also due to 
the incapacity of the other person due to intoxication – “I knew this was a bad idea.” In 
addition, there is the expression of the path not taken, “If i was a little more persistent.” 
This feeling of knowing something was going to happen and not having acted – or feeling 
in hindsight one should have known that it was going to happen but did not, was present 
in many of the accounts of those unable to self-forgive.

A heightened sense of responsibility was present in two responses of people who had 
been through the suicide of another person.

I made one of the biggest mistakes you could ever make in life. Due to unforeseen circum
stances in life. I made a girl a promise I could not keep. I promise that I wanted to keep more 
then anything. We could no longer be an item. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had 
to do in my life. She committed suicide because of it. And I’ll never forgive myself. She would 
still be here if I didnt break it off. I’ve been to therapy, I’ve tried all kinds of things. Nothing has 
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helped. She had 4 kids. To me I killed their mother and they no longer have her because of 
me. - P. 8, 30 years, White Male.

My father committed suicide after a long battle with cancer. I ignored the warning signs of 
severe depression that he was expressing weeks before the incident. I loved my father and he 
deserved to have someone there to help him during his lowest moments. I should have 
helped him. It is easy to see the warning signs of suicide after the event has happened. It is 
very hard to anticipate such a thing as it is happening. I feel that my father would not want 
me feeling bad about it and would want me to live the best life possible. The hardest hurdle 
to overcome is knowing how easy the action would have been to prevent the suicide. All 
I would have had to have done is talked to him more that morning or offer to go on a walk 
with him. I still feel immense loss and guilt. I can never undo what was done. I feel that I do, 
however, owe it to my Father to try to become the best person I can be. - P. 21, 29 years, Iowa 
Male.

Both accounts reflected the theme of agency throughout, including a fluctuation 
between self-blame (e.g., P.21, “I should have seen the warning signs . . . .should 
have helped him”) and exoneration (“It is very hard to see the symptoms”), and 
implied caring relationships because of relationship closeness (i.e., father, ex- 
fiancé).

In addition, several participants who were unable to forgive themselves felt a threat to 
agency due to their inability to repair the harm caused (e.g., when the person they felt 
they harmed has died). These participants sounded hopeless (or helpless) about the 
possibility of repair: “I feel sad and stressed because I feel like that moment is over forever 
and I won’t be able to let him know how much I am sorry” (P. 36, 27 years, White Male). 
When the cause of guilt or shame is difficult or impossible to repair, this can lead to 
dysfunctional coping strategies (for a meta-analysis see Leach & Cidam, 2015), which is 
relevant to theme 4.

Forgiving oneself after being victimized
We also observed the theme of agency in accounts of those who reported being unable to 
forgive themselves for situations in which they themselves were victimized. In these 
accounts, participants again expressed being unable to forgive themselves for a lack of 
foresight, knowledge, or action. For example,

I stayed in an abusive relationship for far too long after realizing I was in one. I lied to myself 
and convinced myself everything was okay and tried to stay busy and distract myself. I’m no 
longer in the relationship but I feel like the years I spent in it were rather wasted. I still regret it 
and often think about how things could have been different or I could have used that time 
better. It also greatly effected (sic) my ability to trust others and myself. - Participant 9, 30  
years, White Male.

In self-forgiveness research, people who report an instance of victimization instead of 
reporting a time they committed a transgression are often excluded from analysis. 
However, our data show that people’s experiences of victimization also lead to similar 
struggles with self-forgiveness, and should not be ignored.
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For those able to forgive, concerns around agency were predominantly expressed in 
acknowledging both responsibility and personal limitations
Those able to forgive expressed a sense of having accepted responsibility (for what 
occurred) and an acceptance of one’s limitations. For example, “[Self-forgiveness] basically 
to me means that I can accept and understand my flaws and shortcomings, but not hold it 
against myself.” “[Self-forgiveness is] being able to accept my part in the occurrence and 
the outcome of it.” (P. 60, 30 years, Caucasian Male).

Self-forgiveness seemed to come through participants’ acceptance of their limited 
agency. “The only real barrier to forgiving . . . was coming to the conclusion that things 
don’t always work out the way you want them to. So the barrier was trying to get over the 
idea that I could do something that just wasn’t doable at the time.” (P. 42, 42 years, White 
Male).

Theme 3: Concerns about social-moral identity

For those unable to self-forgive there was a lack of resolution of social-moral identity
Participants who were unable to forgive themselves expressed concerns regarding their 
social-moral identity in several ways. Participants articulated feeling a sense of incompat
ibility of their actions with their “true” (ideal, or “normative”) self. Other participants 
expressed a belief or concern that they were not “good,” or a sense of hopelessness 
that, for them, self-forgiveness was unattainable because what they had done could not 
be made right. One participant wrote:

About a year ago, I went to a concert and got really drunk. I don’t normally drink whiskey but 
I did and got blackout drunk. I ended up kissing a random guy and I’m engaged. I didn’t even 
know it happened until a friend told me I did it. I felt so low and terrible. I couldn’t believe 
I would do something like that and to this day I still dont forgive myself. I never thought I was 
the kind of person who would ever cheat. - P. 26, 30 years, White Female.

In this account, we see that the incident has led to a disruption to the participant’s view of 
who they are. We see the concern for social-moral identity in the implied question 
hanging at the end of the quote: “Am I the kind of person that cheats?” Philosophers 
have conceptualized self-forgiveness as a process like this, where one must reconcile the 
self who has transgressed with the self that is a “good” person (Dillon, 2001; Holmgren,  
1998).

Some participants expressed their concern about social-moral identity with frustration, 
regret, anger, and even disgust at how their behavior was inconsistent with their ideal or 
their self as they “ought” to be. For example, “I let my pride get the best of my common 
sense and I’m disgusted looking back on it.” (P. 37, 30-years, Caucasian Male). Others 
seemed to express a separation between oneself (the transgressor, or past self) and the 
“genuine” or “real” self. P. 27 expressed a sense of the past self being disconnected from 
their current self:

I ended a close relationship with a friend after we got into a argument over religion and other 
things[. . .] I was very immature at the time and did not have the temperament and social skills 
that I now have. I have gotten older and realize the value of friendship and I need to forgive 
the past me for acting so immaturely. (Emphasis added). - P. 27, 30 years, White Male
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By sectioning off the past self from the current self, this participant seemed to be 
experiencing a type of psychological distancing that is perhaps moving them toward 
a sense of self-compassion. For others, any reconciliation with themselves as someone 
who has transgressed eluded them, “It lingers in the back of my mind and I feel like I can’t 
justify what I did.” (P. 36, 27 years, White Male). Indeed, in just this one sentence we can 
identify all three themes outlined previously – the event is close to mind (past is present), 
the social-moral need (to justify oneself) and, implied in their account, a vacillation 
between self-blame and defensiveness as one tries to justify oneself.

Some participants seemed to be holding onto self-punishment as a way of reminding 
themselves not to repeat their actions (and thus protect their social-moral identity in the 
future). One participant wrote; “I don’t deserve another pet, and if I got another pet . . . .i 
worry that I would make a mistake like that again if I forgive myself. I would forget and 
something would happen again.” (P. 28, 22 years, White Female). This participant’s 
account is consistent with research showing that self-punishment can act as an affirma
tion that one has done wrong, and in doing so may help reclaim a sense of self-worth (de 
Vel-Palumbo et al., 2018).

In other accounts, a concern about social-moral identity was heightened by partici
pants recalling a chronic or repeated transgression. One participant wrote:

I have a particularly bad habit (which I will not disclose) that has developed over many years. 
I have tried many times to break the habit without success. This is something I should be able 
to choose not to do, yet I keep doing it. Sometimes I can go awhile without, but I always 
return to it after a couple of weeks. . .at the most. I cannot forgive myself for developing the 
habit, and I cannot forgive myself for failing to break the habit. It’s demoralizing, frustrating, 
and has ruined my self-esteem. -P. 24, 39 years, Caucasian Female.

This account highlights the intersection between agency and social-moral identity. One’s 
belief that they “should” do a thing (a social normative belief about what is right or good) 
but are unable to – continually – results in low self-esteem.

Those able to self-forgive expressed acceptance of a flawed but committed 
social-moral identity
Participants able to forgive themselves expressed acceptance that they were fallible. In 
these accounts we can see a reconciliation between the past and current self that was not 
present for participants struggling to self-forgive. One participant talked about the 
journey to self-forgiveness beginning with “first, admit[ting] I was wrong” and “ . . . freeing 
[himself] from internal conflict” that had previously resulted in “anger, denials and some 
self-hatred” (P. 43, 26 years, Black Male).

Additionally, we observed what we interpreted as participants’ recommitment to the 
values they felt were violated by the wrongdoing. Values underpin our social-moral 
identity; and recommitting to violated values is an important way of reaffirming one’s 
sense of moral identity (Wenzel et al., 2012). Some participants explicitly identified self- 
forgiveness as an important way to live in line with their values. For example, one 
participant wrote:

“In order to be the best parent I could be, I had to forgive myself and focus on my daughter. 
I just had to make myself understand that there were many factors that contributed to my 
daughter’s depression, and I was not solely to blame.” - P. 58, 41-years, White Female.
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Theme 4: Coping as reducing negative emotion versus working through the event

Participants reported various strategies to manage self-blame. Interestingly, while 
participants reported similar strategies – such as talking to friends, seeking therapy, 
or staying busy – these seemed to serve different psychological functions for those 
who had forgiven themselves compared to those who had not. For those unable to 
self-forgive, coping strategies tended to be used as a way of reducing distress while 
avoiding the emotional and moral implications of their actions. In contrast, partici
pants who described being able to forgive themselves seemed to report a more 
effortful process of reflection.

Throughout, we use the term “working through” to describe this active process of 
moral and emotional engagement that involves acknowledging one’s responsibility, 
sitting with distressing emotions, and reconciling one’s actions, values, and sense of self 
(Woodyatt et al., 2017). Participants who described this process can be understood as 
engaging in adaptive forms of emotion-focused coping – by allowing themselves to 
experience difficult emotions, reflecting on the meaning of the event, and interpreting 
the event in ways that allowed them to reaffirm their values and move forward (Carver 
et al., 1989). In contrast, participants who remained unable to forgive themselves seemed 
to be relying on more avoidant or maladaptive forms of emotion-focused coping, such as 
suppression, distraction and withdrawal – strategies that can offer short-term relief but 
may delay both the emotional resolution (self-acceptance) and the identity work (moral 
repair) needed for genuine self-forgiveness (Carver et al., 1989; Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). 
In our data, it was not the specific strategy itself, but the degree of reflective engagement 
it enabled, that distinguished those who remained stuck in self-blame from those able to 
self-forgive

For participants unable to self-forgive, coping strategies seemed to be understood as 
a way of reducing negative memories and affect
After an episode of infidelity, one participant shared that they felt as though they were 
going to “die of [s]hame” but after repeated apologies is now “trying not to think about 
it . . . .I just want to forget about it.” (P. 26, 30 years old, White Female). One participant 
explained that they, “Tried working more hours, playing more video games, just generally 
tried to occupy myself so I wasn’t alone with my thoughts because my thoughts hurt a lot 
back then. None were really successful except for prolonging the inevitable.” (P. 9, 30  
years, White Male). For some participants, attempts to distract oneself verged on self- 
punishment. For example, “When the guilt gets unbearable I will do manual labor or 
dangerous jobs that require my full attention.” (P. 20, 49 years, White Female).

Participants who wrote about avoidance sometimes recognized how ineffective it was, 
even while seeing it as the only strategy available to them. As one participant wrote: “I 
have to just put the situation out of my mind. It’s not very effective.” (P. 18, 32 years, White 
Male) Thought suppression or avoidance in response to distressing thoughts has been 
found to further strengthen reexperiencing (Wegner, 1994). Active suppression or avoid
ance of distressing thoughts can (counter-intuitively) lead to the emotions or thoughts re- 
occurring, rather than dissipating. Indeed, research on shame and guilt suggests that 
these emotions are most problematic when they are associated with avoidance responses 
(Cibich et al., 2016).
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For participants able to forgive, coping strategies were not only about reducing 
negative affect, but seemed to demonstrate an attempt to work through what had 
happened
Participants able to forgive expressed that self-forgiveness required significant effort and 
discomfort. Some participants described allowing themselves to feel (rather than avoid) 
the aversive thoughts and emotions. For example:

i pretty much sat and thought about it all day long for days and racked my brain on how 
things could have gone differently. i realized there was nothing that could be done now so 
i tried my best to get past the situation. it is in the past. the past is the past and what is done is 
done and there is nothing i can do to change what happened now. then it was a mountain to 
climb and it was awfully hard to do it. now that i have done it, i am more relieved and i am 
more content with myself and i can move forward. i am not stuck on it all day anymore. 
i fought myself inside my mind for hours a day (if not all day). i had to quiet my anger.” - P. 72, 
30 years, Asian female

For those able to self-forgive, choosing not to think about the event anymore only 
occurred once one had “worked it through.” The decision to let go and move on only 
followed a period of reckoning – particularly reckoning with one’s responsibility, learning 
to accept oneself, and learning how to recognize and to manage one’s emotions. 
Following an instance of infidelity, P. 73 (43-years, White Female) wrote:

It took several months to reach the point of forgiveness with myself. I had to do a lot of soul- 
searching, looking into the dynamics of the relationship I strayed from . . . Now I feel as 
though it was a learning experience . . . It was a very freeing experience to finally be able to 
look objectively at the situation, realize that while I had messed up it wasn’t the end of the 
world, and look forward to the future. Now, I don’t really think about it all that much, though 
I have definitely learned I do not want to be in that position again.

Many participants reported processing the event with others, highlighting how “working 
through” one’s wrongdoing often has a social dimension. One participant talks about 
feeling ashamed before talking through what had occurred with others:

I talked to several others about what happened. The more I talked to others and got their 
feelings about it the more I saw other aspects of the event. It took me a long time for me to 
step back from the event and listen to other points of view before I could look at things 
clearly. I still get sad about it but I don’t get overly emotional. It made me feel free. P. 63, 62  
years, White Female

Discussion

The current study aimed to provide a more detailed understanding of the experi
ences of people who have been able – and people who have been unable – to 
self-forgive. Our findings suggest that while there were key differences between 
the experiences of people able to self-forgive and those unable to self-forgive, the 
boundaries between these categories (able and unable) are not clear-cut. This study 
provides further evidence that psychological processes like self-forgiveness are 
characterized by reflective – recursive relationships that are difficult to capture 
using methodologies that assume linearity. Participants’ accounts suggest that, for 
many, self-forgiveness is an ongoing process, characterized by fluctuations in self- 
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condemnation, self-blame, defensiveness, and forgiveness over time. Below, we 
outline the study’s key findings, limitations, and theoretical and practical 
implications.

First, participants unable to self-forgive seemed to be experiencing the past as present: 
that is, many reported that their memories, emotions, and the negative consequences of 
the event all felt in close proximity. Research examining memory dynamics – in particular, 
the mechanisms implicated in keeping past events present in one’s mind – may offer 
interesting insights for understanding the experience of those struggling to self-forgive 
(see Marks et al., 2018). In contrast, participants who had been able to self-forgive 
reported feeling focused on the future and expressed experiencing less rumination; 
however, some negative feelings lingered. Rather than simply a reduction in aversive 
emotions, our results suggest that self-forgiveness may be better understood as a mixed 
emotional experience. Research on mixed emotions is only slowly developing (Berrios 
et al., 2015), but self-forgiveness seems to be one context where mixed emotions could be 
further studied. Our findings contribute to the existing literature by highlighting how 
conceptualizing self-forgiveness as a linear progression with a clear “end” risks mischar
acterizing the process of self-forgiveness. To date, self-forgiveness has typically been 
measured as an end state (i.e., a completed event “I have forgiven myself”). Rather than 
being “done and dusted,” self-forgiveness is likely to require ongoing efforts (similar to 
interpersonal forgiveness; Worthington et al., 2006).

Second, participants unable to forgive themselves often vacillated between taking 
responsibility for their actions and a deflection of blame. People struggling to self-forgive 
at times seem to experience a heightened sense of agency (that one should have or could 
have acted differently), while concurrently presenting defensively (e.g., deflecting respon
sibility), with one thought negating the other, going back and forth. In contrast, partici
pants who were able to forgive themselves seemed to accept their personal responsibility 
(i.e., agency), but also expressed an awareness of their personal limitations (i.e., events 
that were outside of their control). These findings suggest that self-forgiveness may 
involve a form of both/and thinking (Smith & Lewis, 2011), in which individuals are able 
to tolerate psychological contradiction – specifically, by holding both the belief that they 
are responsible for what happened alongside the recognition that certain aspects were 
beyond their control. This finding further emphasizes the importance of examining self- 
forgiveness as an ongoing, dynamic process. However, capturing this vacillation quanti
fiably presents us with new measurement challenges – currently (to our knowledge) there 
is no quantitative measurement approach to capture vacillation between differing psy
chological states.

A particular insight from the current study was that these vacillating concerns about 
agency appeared in a number of accounts that involved heightened caring or responsi
bility. According to Gilbert (1989), guilt is an emotion that has evolved to help humans 
maintain caring relationships to protect one’s offspring. In this way, guilt, empathy, and 
compassion can all be elicited by the suffering of others, with guilt most likely to occur 
when we perceive responsibility for harming those for whom we should be caring for. 
Given this, caring contexts are likely places where people will struggle with guilt and the 
need to self-forgive (Gilbert & Woodyatt, 2017). Our results are consistent with this notion. 
Children were a common source of concern. Concerns about agency were also expressed 
in the accounts of people who had harmed or neglected their pets or animals.

640 L. WOODYATT ET AL.



Concerns about agency were also present in the accounts of participants who had 
been victims. Our findings here are in parallel with accounts of people reporting shame 
and guilt following trauma and abuse (e.g., Squires, 2018). Indeed, recent research has 
begun to examine shame and self-forgiveness in contexts where there is no moral failing 
(Bem et al., 2021). Clinically, this may present a challenge if practitioners attempt to have 
a client reframe responsibility (e.g., “this was not your fault”), as this may further empha
size the patient’s loss of agency. How then can clinicians tackle the issue of realistic and 
“appropriate” responsibility taking without pushing patients into a state of defensiveness 
or disempowering their agency? This remains an important practical consideration for 
clinicians as well as an avenue for further research.

Although participants across the sample reported using similar strategies to cope (e.g., 
therapy, consulting friends, hobbies), there was a difference in how these experiences 
were understood by participants. For participants unable to self-forgive, these strategies 
appeared to reflect a hedonic focus – an attempt to reduce negative thoughts or feelings. 
In contrast, participants who were able to self-forgive seemed to understand the same 
strategies as an effortful process of working through what had occurred (consistent with 
accounts of genuine self-forgiveness as a process of “working through” one’s guilt; 
Woodyatt & Wenzel, 2013a, p. 243). For these participants, coping strategies were often 
grounded in values that were important to them (e.g., being a good partner or caregiver). 
That is, participants who reported being able to forgive themselves appeared to cope with 
the event by pursuing values that reaffirmed their threatened social-moral identity (e.g., 
through being a “good” partner). These findings are consistent with research demonstrat
ing the effectiveness of value affirmation – the act of re-committing to important values 
one has violated – in facilitating genuine self-forgiveness (Wenzel et al., 2012; Woodyatt & 
Wenzel, 2014).

Limitations and future directions

A common limitation of thematic analysis is that researchers analyze the data from their 
own individual perspective(s). On one hand, it is impossible to remove this lens, and this 
expertise offers the benefit of theoretical richness to the interpretation of data (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). We recognize that the power of interpretation is in the hands of the 
researcher. Future studies could use co-design approaches that attempt to give power 
back to participants (where members of the community of interest are involved in stages 
of research design, interpretation, and the writing of the results).

Additionally, while our analysis can be categorized as reflexive thematic analysis, we 
did not use a constructionist or narrative approach. Although (in essence) participants 
narrated their accounts, their responses were shaped by the questions we asked, and so 
we did not feel that the data was best suited to an analysis of the narration itself. However, 
the data certainly show this type of analysis would be possible – themes of guilt, 
connection to family, the role of culture in how we tell stories about redemption and 
morality, and power dynamics between actors within narratives are all worthy of future 
investigation.

Finally, the findings represent the set of experiences obtained from this sample alone. 
First, our participants were from the United States, and were required to have a minimal 
level of English proficiency. One strength of our sample was its diversity. MTurk samples 

SELF AND IDENTITY 641



can be highly diverse and representative of the broader population (Chandler & Shaprio,  
2016). This was apparent in our data – accounts reflected meaningful variations in subject 
matter which provided a rich description of the phenomenon of self-forgiveness. Future 
research could, however, explore these same research questions from different cultural 
perspectives to further enhance diversity, as cultural customs of guilt, shame, and for
giveness have been shown to differ (e.g., Ho & Worthington, 2020; Sandage & Williamson,  
2007; Y. Wong & Tsai, 2007; Zhao et al., 2024). Nor can our results speak to the experience 
of individuals with limited or no literacy skills. Furthermore, our observations are based 
solely on the set of experiences reported within the limits of the questions asked. Further 
research examining diverse populations and cultures across a variety of questions would 
therefore be important.

Conclusions

The current study provides insights into the complexity of the process of self-forgiveness. 
Our findings show that the experience of not being able to forgive oneself is not simply 
the opposite of being able to self-forgive. These results contribute to our theoretical 
understanding of how people respond following personal failures and transgressions and 
raise important empirical challenges for future work to better capture the dynamic nature 
of responsibility-taking and moral repair. Importantly, the findings of this study offer 
valuable insights and potential foci for clinical practice when supporting people strug
gling with self-forgiveness

Notes

1. Though we acknowledge recent validity concerns raised about MTurk data quality 
(Chmielewski & Kucker, 2020), our survey required detailed qualitative responses in most 
fields, as opposed to quantitative items that are vulnerable to careless responding, spam
mers, and bots (which are the key concerns regarding MTurk data quality).

2. After completing the open-ended questions participants responded to a small number of 
quantitative questions, including their current experience of emotions (e.g., guilt, shame), 
relationship importance (for those indicating another person was involved), and one item 
asking how responsible the person felt for what occurred. These data are not reported in this 
manuscript but can be made available on request.

3. While reflexive thematic analysis is typically conducted as its own analysis that does not 
necessarily require consideration of (cross-coder) consistency, it is a fluid method that can be 
adapted by the researcher to fit various philosophical positions (Braun & Clarke, 2020). Our 
choice to integrate reflexive thematic analysis with a coding reliability framework is consis
tent with our deductive-inductive, subtle-realist approach. For discussion of the challenges 
but also the need for flexibility in qualitative approaches see (Braun & Clarke, 2020).

4. Given the semantic nature of the themes, the “coding unit” (Baxter, 1991) was defined as 
segments of text (either a collection of sentences or any sentence fragment) that related to 
the same central meaning (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). That is, data were coded at the 
“meaning unit” level rather than unitized according to formal structure of the text (e.g., 
per sentence or per whole account). The two coders were provided with the coding frame
work and a random subset of participant accounts (10 unable to forgive; 10 able to forgive). 
We adopted a segmentation strategy for coding (Campbell et al., 2013). The first author 
determined meaningful conceptual breaks in the data and coded the accounts, and then 
removed the specific code labels from the document, leaving behind only brackets that 
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demarcated which segments of text required coding. This document was provided to the 
reliability coders. Thereby, reliability coders coded exactly the same segments of text, but 
they had to determine which codes were relevant to each unit. This approach to the 
unitization problem was appropriate for our analysis, as it corrects for individual differences 
in how a unit is defined, rather than influencing judgments of what any given unit represents 
thematically. Where coders agreed on segments, theme prevalence across accounts were: 
theme 1: 70%; theme 2 80%; theme 3 90%; theme 4 40%. Four (20%) of the cross-coded 
accounts contained all four themes.

5. Our codebook also includes a theme labeled “emotions.‘ We do not report this in our 
manuscript as it is not a theme in the true sense (a pattern of meaning) but rather a ’data 
topic” (Braun & Clarke, 2020). That is, this code facilitated analysis of emotions vis-a-vis their 
meaning within other themes.
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Appendix 1. Coding frameworks for thematic analysis

Fragments of sections have alternatively been highlighted yellow and gray. Each unique fragment 
needs to be assigned a color code consistent with the coding framework. 

Themes

Final codes Initial codes

1. Past as Present versus 
Future Focus

Time event or feelings perceived as close v distance
Fresh memory for the event despite time
Physicality of the event close v distance
Psychological close (concrete -what) v distance (more abstract- why)
Emotional intensity, hot or intense versus fading or diffused
Consequences (negative effects, wasted opportunities, missing out on things) 

from the past event are generalized to the present, ongoing or wide-reaching, 
or have faded to not importantfeeling stuck or identifying moving forward

2. Emotions Coding specific occurrence of emotions (e.g., guilt, regret, anger, happiness etc.)
Positive or Negative AffectAnticipating feeling or affect.

3. Moral/Social Identity Feelings related to being a good and appropriate group member or relationships 
partner

Reasserting ideal self or identifying behavior inconsistent with normative/ideal 
self

identifying the need to change to be more consistent with ideals
Not the “real me”
Reassertion of moral/social identity through actions/learning/growth
Rejection by others or sign of acceptance by others
Feelings of stigma or loss of status
self-esteem or self-trustAcceptance of imperfections (of self) “no one’s perfect”

4. Agency Feelings or responsibility, blame or fault
Implied responsibility due to caring role or responsibility for someone impaired.
Defensiveness (blame shifting, minimizing harm, dehumanization, self- 

justification)
Loss of control or assertion of control
I could have or should have done things differently.
Acceptance of limited control/knowledge/powerAcceptance of mistakes that 

result from normal limitations to control or insight etc
5. Coping Attempts at coping whether successful or unsuccessfulIf the coping strategy includes 

another theme, code according to the theme first.
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