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Abstract
Forgiveness is one of the newest issues in the realm of positive 
psychology and family studies that has come into the limelight of 
counselors and psychologists due to its effect on the well-being 
and mental health of individuals. The purpose of this study was 
to investigate the relationship between forgiveness, personality 
characteristics, and family of origin features. The present study 
was a descriptive correlational research. 124 Iranian university 
students (56 males and 68 females) were selected using single-
stage random cluster sampling method. They were asked to 
complete the research tools. To collect data, three questionnaires 
were employed, including Forgiveness scale, the Big Five 
Inventory (BFI) of personality, and Family of Origin Scale (FOS). 
The obtained data were analyzed using Pearson's correlation 
coefficient and stepwise multiple regression. The obtained results 
suggested that the factors including extroversion, openness, 
agreeableness, conscientiousness, and the family of origin have 
significant positive relationships with forgiveness. Neuroticism 
also showed a negative relationship with forgiveness. Neuroticism 
and extroversion could explain 20% of the variance of forgiveness 
in two steps. In conclusion, personality characteristics and family 
of origin can explain variances of forgiveness; hence, the obtained 
results are deserved to be considered in the implementation of 
preventive and therapeutic programs. 
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Introduction
Forgiveness is one the newest issues in realm 
of positive psychology and family studies 
that has been lionized by consultants and 
psychologists progressively because of its effect 
on individuals’ well-being and mental health, 
[1]. The theoretical concept of forgiveness and 
its direct measurement tool were first introduced 
by Mc Cullough et al [2]. Forgiveness is a 
characteristic which causes a person troubled 
or injured in his/her interrelations, decides to 

forgive the trespasser and gives the opportunity 
to compensate and rebuild the interpersonal 
trust [3]. The forgiveness concept is defined as 
renunciation of anger and resentment against 
an offensive  action in which, the healthy 
person manners warmly and friendly with 
wrongdoers. The occurrence of forgiveness 
includes four steps: taking offence, being 
hated, reconciled to the event, and finally, 
reconciliation with perpetrator [4]. 
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The offered definitions about forgiveness 
typically include three common components: 1) 
achieving the balance in attitude to the offender 
and the occurred event; 2) reducing the negative 
emotions against the offender in parallel with  
cultivating the compassion and sympathy; 3) 
renouncing the right of punishing the offender [5]. 
The thing that underlines the forgiveness 
concept is its healer nature. Forgiveness is a 
feature that provides the possibility of a relation 
to be continued notwithstanding the mistakes, 
betrayals, or failures in meeting the expectations. 
Forgiveness does not allow the negative, 
inhibitor affections to rule the person; but 
offers the possibility of continuous and intimate 
relationships despite available threats. Thus, 
forgiveness is an important factor in retaining 
and continuing the serious and long-time 
relations [6]. On the other hand, forgiveness due 
to its negative relation to anger, cud, avenging, 
and high levels of blood pressure and its positive 
relation to sympathy and agreement, has 
positive effects on individuals’ well-being and 
mental health [7]. Many studies have confirmed 
the positive consequences of forgiveness; for 
example, Friesen & Fletcher found out that 
forgiveness has a direct relation to improving 
mental health and social behaviors [8]. Yip and 
Tse in their study showed that forgiveness has a 
significant relation to interpersonal consistency, 
health, and lack of depression [9]. Row et al 
found a significant relation between mental 
health and forgiveness tendency, too [10].
There is a set of factors making it difficult or 
easy to forgive the trespasser after his/her 
treason or interpersonal hurt [11]. One of them is 
the personality characteristics. The personality 
of anybody is a set of behaviors that makes his/
her individuality and differentiate him/her from 
other people [12]. Thus, individuals’ personality 
characteristics can offer some patterns for 
predicting their behaviors and mental states. 
The individual differences between people are 
important factors that rationalize why some 
persons are better than the others in adaptation 
to conditions and environmental variables. The 
personality characteristics affect the shaping 
of person’s behavior through influencing the 

individual’s interpretation about environmental 
events[13]. 
Although, the personality characteristics are 
too varied, among the most important and 
effective models employed during last decades 
for investigating the personality characteristics 
is the big five-factor model [14]. Costa and 
Mc Crae by using the factor analysis method 
concluded that five main dimensions are 
distinguishable in personality characteristics, 
which are neuroticism, extroversion, openness, 
agreeableness, and conscientiousness. The 
neuroticism refers to person’s tendency 
to experience the anxiety, stress, self-pity, 
enmity, depression, and low self-esteem. The 
extroversion refers to person’s tendency to be 
positive, courage, high energy, and sincere. 
The openness refers to person’s tendency 
to be curious, art lover, artist, flexible, and 
wise. The agreeableness refers to person’s 
tendency to munificence, kindness, generosity, 
sympathy, humanism, and truth. Finally, the 
conscientiousness refers to person’s tendency 
to be ordered, efficient, trusty and reliable, 
self-regulating, progress oriented, logical, and 
relax [14]. 
Mullet et al investigated the correlation between 
personality characteristics and forgiveness 
[15]. They found that there is a positive, 
significant relation between agreeableness, 
extroversion, and positive self-awareness with 
forgiveness. Also they showed that the relation 
between forgiveness and openness is weak and 
with neuroticism is negative. In addition, the 
findings of Brose et al [16], McCullough et al 
[17], Neto [18], Maltby et al [7], Allemande, 
Christen and Keller [19], Row et al [10], 
Ehteshamzadeh and tabibi [6], Zandi Pour et 
al [20] showed that the five personality factors 
have a significant role in predicting forgiveness, 
as the relation between forgiveness and 
neuroticism is negative. Moreover, having the 
negative feels such as fear, sorrow, impulse, 
anger, guilty, and hank feel is the characteristic 
of neurotic people. Particularly, the aggressive 
enmity, which is an important aspect of 
neuroticism, was introduced as an inhibitor 
factor of forgiveness [16].
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Family is one of the effective factors in 
shaping the personality characteristics. Person 
internalizes the values and characteristics 
of the family and based on it, shapes his/her 
personality and behavioral patterns in making 
relation with other people [21]. The health 
of family of origin environment and primary 
learning contents has a significant role in 
forming the identity and personality of persons. 
The individuals’ experience in “family of origin” 
forms the interpersonal relations and behaviors 
[21]. The studies of Hoseinian and Yazdi [22], 
Farahbakhsh [23], Wallerstein and Blakeslee 
[24], Barber and Buehler [25], Conger, Cui, 
Bryant and Elder [26], Lynam and Miller[27], 
Muraru and Turliuc[28] imply that “family of 
origin” variable can predict the characteristics 
such as independence, sincerity, agreement, 
satisfaction, and type of individuals’ relations. 
Forgiveness in family context as a characteristic 
influenced by family of origin, is introduced 
when a member of family make a trouble for 
other members by his/her speech or action [28]. 
It is not possible for family members to live 
together without irritating each other sometimes 
or perhaps often. This means that in family 
relations, presence of confliction or irritation is 
unavoidable and the thing that differentiates the 
problematic or difficult family relations from 
non problematic ones is not the presence or 
absence of damages, but it is confessing the fact 
of irritating the glum person and forgiving the 
offender in a reciprocal relation [29]. 
Family as a social and affective unit can be a 
place for growth, healing, transformation, and 
evolution of family members and a bed for 
efflorescence the members. Conversely, it can be 
an origin for damages and a cause of collapsing 
the relations of family members [30]. Family 
gives to anybody a mere and special identity. 
Each member internalizes all values and 
features of family in him/her and forms his/her 
personality and behavioral patterns in relation to 
others based on these features and values [21].
Based on the abovementioned materials, it 
seems that shortcoming in forgiveness results in 
the increased mental hurts and makes difficulties 
in maintaining or improving the individuals’ 

mental health in next periods of life. Due to 
the absence of studies on the role of family 
of origin and personality characteristics in 
forgiveness, the aim of the present study is to 
investigate and compare the relation rate and 
direction  between personality characteristics 
and family of origin with forgiveness and to 
determine their contribution in predicting the 
forgiveness. 

Method
This study is a correlational research. The 
statistical population comprised all the students 
of Ardabil university of medical sciences, Iran, 
(N=2500) in 2014-2015. The survey research 
sample composed of 124 participants, selected 
by a single-stage random cluster sampling 
method. Accordingly, one class room from each 
faculty was randomly selected. The students 
were asked to respond to the research tools. 
Big Five Inventory (BFI): This questionnaire 
measures the features of five main factors 
through short statements. The five-factor 
questionnaire consisted of 44 short questions 
with a five-degree scale (1=strongly disagree, 
5=strongly agree). The study of Gravand, 
Shokravi, Afzali and Toolabi [31] showed that 
BFI structure has an acceptable correlation 
with data. The cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
for conscientiousness, neuroticism, openness, 
extroversion, and agreeableness has been 
reported as 0.85, 0.84, 0.76, 0.72, 0.60, 
respectively [31].
Forgiveness scale: This scale comprises 
15 questions with 5 options in Likert scale 
(strongly agree to strongly disagree). It has 
been designed to measure a person’s tendency 
to be forgiving. This scale was developed 
by Ray to measure the women responses to 
disservices observed in their lovely relation. 
Later, its questions were modified so that can 
cover all people and any kind of disservices. In 
Rye et al study on 328 boy and girl students with 
mean age of 19 years old, the alpha coefficient 
was 0.87. In the study of Yadegari  on 230 
nurses the alpha coefficient was obtained as 
0.90. In a study by Maltby  on 151 men and 
153 women with mean age of 33 years, the 
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Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.86 and retest 
reliability was obtained as 0.76 [6]. In Hamidi 
Pour’s research, the cronbach’s alph coefficient 
was reported as 0.83. In Rye and Enright’s study 
on 328 boy and girl students with mean age of 
19 years, a positive correlation was obtained 
between this scale and Enright forgiveness scale 
(r=0.75); they obtained a positive, significant 
correlation between this scale and scales of piety, 
spiritual health, hope and social appetite, but 
they found a negative correlation between scales 
of Anger as a Train and State (p<0.001) [32].
Family of origin scale (FOS): This scale was 
developed by Hawistidate et al for measuring 
family health. The main test includes 40 items 
and 10 subscales that totally composed of two 
primary dimensions of Autonomy and Intimacy. 
The total score is obtained by summing the 
scores of these 40 items. In the present study, 
a summary of the scale with 15 clauses was 
used. Rion et al derived two parallel versions 
with 15 clauses from the main test. By factorial 
analysis, 10 clauses were removed from 40 
ones. These authors obtained the Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient for form 1 and 2 as 0.95 and 

0.94, respectively. Both versions have a high 
level of internal consistency. The correlation 
between forms 1 and 2 is very high and 
significant (p<0.100, r=0.94) and meanwhile 
have a significant correlation with main scale 
of test (p<0.001, r=0.98) [33]. In Iran, Jasbi  
obtained the alpha coefficient as 0.94 for the 
total scale, 0.90 for Autonomy concept, and 
0.89 for Intimacy concept [33]. In the study of 
Arefi the internal consistency was proven by 
calculating Cronbach’s alpha as 0.89 [33]. 

Results
The gathered data were analyzed by SPSS-
20. According to the level of variable 
measurement, the descriptive statistics (mean 
and standard deviation) and inferential 
statistics (correlation matrix and stepwise 
regression analysis) were employed.
The demographic information and descriptive 
findings about the students participating in the 
present study are summarized in Table 1. Among 
124 participating students were 56 boy students 
with mean age of 21.23 and SD of 1.97, and 68 girl 
students with mean age of 20.92 and SD of 1.79.

Table1 Demographic information, mean and standard deviation of age of the students as a function of gender

Gender N Min Max Mean ± SD

Students
Female 56 19 29 21.23 1.97
 Male 68 18 27 20.92 1.79

Table 2 shows the descriptive findings on the 
research variables as mean and standard deviation. 
As can be seen, the highest mean belongs to the 

family of origin variable; the highest SD and 
the lowest mean belong to neuroticism and the 
lowest SD belongs to agreeableness.

Table 2 Mean and standard deviation (SD) of forgiveness, family of origin, 
and big five inventory (BFI) of personality variables 

N Mean ± SD

Forgiveness 124 46.30 6.77

Family of origin 124 47.20 4.76

Extroversion 124 24.91 4.81

Agreeableness 124 32.88 4.43

Conscientiousness 124 32.00 4.71

Neuroticism 124 24.28 7.66

Openness 124 36.80 6.15

The results presented in Table 3 imply that 
forgiveness has a positive, significant relation 
with “family of origin” and personality 

characteristics, except for neuroticism,. There is 
a direct, significant relation between openness 
and “family of origin”. Of course, the variable 
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Table 3 Correlation matrix of research variables: personality characteristics dimensions, family of origin, and forgiveness

(FO) (F) (E) (A) (C) (N) (O)

Family of Origin
(FO) 1

Forgiveness
(F) 0.252* 1

Extroversion
(E) 0.336** 0.325** 1

Agreeableness
(A) 0.177 0.203* 0.079 1

Conscientiousness
(C) 0.203* 0.272** 0.283** 0.285** 1

Neuroticism
(N) -0.395** -0.401** -0.285** -0.311** -0.363** 1

Openness
(O) 0.394** 0.191* 0.342** 0.239** 0.250** -0.206* 1

* Significance level of 0.05 
** Significance level of 0.01

of “family of origin” has a direct relation with 
extroversion and has an inverse, significant 
relation with neuroticism. The highest relation 
is between forgiveness and neuroticism 
that is a negative, significant relation. In 
addition, extroversion has the highest positive, 
significant relation with forgiveness, so that 
increased extroversion is accompanied by 

forgiveness increment. Among the personality 
characteristics, openness had the poorest 
positive relation with forgiveness.
Based on the results presented in Table 4, at 
the first step of stepwise regression analysis, 
the neuroticism and at the second step, 
both extroversion and neuroticism have a 
significant ability to predict forgiveness. 

Table 4 Results of stepwise regression analysis to predict forgiveness based on family of origin and five personality factors 

 Predictive
variables Model R R2 F R2

Adjusted ΔR2 β
 Estimated
 standard
error

Neuroticism 1 0.396 0.157 22.347 0.150 -0.396 0.107

Neuroticism
2 0.453 0.206 15.393 0.192 0.042

-0.332 0.109

0.172Extroversion 0.229

Neuroticism predicts 15.7% of forgiveness 
variances. This value reaches 20.6% by 
including extroversion. When the extroversion 
factor is included, 4% increment is appeared to 
the value of predicted variance. As can be seen 
in Table 4, by changing one unit in neuroticism, 
forgiveness reduces as 0.332 units, and by 
adding extroversion, the forgiveness increases 
by 0.229 units. 

Discussion
The results of the present study showed 
that there is a significant relation between 
personality characteristics and forgiveness. 
Based on the obtained results, the neuroticism 
has a negative, significant relation with 
forgiveness. At the first step of regression, 
neuroticism predicted 39% of variances related 
to forgiveness as an inverse relationship. 
In other words, as neuroticism increases, t 
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person’s dispositional forgiveness decreases. 
These results are consistent with the findings 
of Asthon et al [34], Walker & Gorsuch [35], 
Brose et al [16], Neto [18], Allemande, Christen 
and Keller [19], and Zandipour et al [20]. All 
of these researchers concluded in their studies 
that neuroticism has a negative correlation with 
forgiveness. 
Neuroticism is inhibitor of forgiveness; 
because the neurotic individuals have not 
affective stability. In addition, these persons 
exhibit some important features of neuroticism 
including anxiety, aggression, irritability, 
cyclothymiacs, extra sensitivity, fear, sorrow, 
impulse, guilt feel, hank, anger particularly the 
aggressive enmity, which all are inhibitors of 
forgiveness [16]. Forgiveness occurs when one 
can control his/her negative emotions, showing 
more emotional stability as a result; therefore 
as a person is more neurotic, he/she shows less 
tendency to be forgiving because of high levels 
of enmity and nemesis.
Findings of this study show that there is 
a positive, significant relation between 
extroversion and forgiveness. Extroversion can 
predict 20% of variances related to forgiveness. 
Accordingly, the extroversion individuals have 
more forgiveness. These findings are consistent 
with the obtained results by Ashton et al [34], 
McCullough et al [3], Brose et al [16], Ghobari 
Bonab, Keyvanzadeh and Vahdat Torbati 
[36], Zandipoor, Azadi, and Nahidpoor [20]. 
These researchers concluded that by more 
extroversion, the forgiveness tendency would 
be more intense. Worthington et al [37] in 
their study introduced openness to experience 
as a key feature of forgiveness. Openness is 
an important communicative skill that those 
who having it, will have a better understanding 
about differences in thoughts and behaviors 
of other people; they can accept and respect 
the differences. Therefore, they will act more 
flexible. These individuals can overcome 
their negative emotions and irritations. In 
the abovementioned studies, no relation 
was distinguished between forgiveness and 
openness, while in the present study we found 
a significant statistical relation between these 
variables that is in agreement with the findings 
of Ehteshamzadeh and Tabibi [6]. To justify the 

latter finding, it can be said that extroverts has 
an outward orientation and more tendency 
to social and stimulant activities and they 
are active and courageous people [20]. 
Forgiveness gives them the possibility of 
better adaptation via confronting the negative 
emotions.
On the other hand, the present study showed 
a positive, significant relation between 
forgiveness and “family of origin”. The 
positive, significant relation also was 
observed between forgiveness and personality 
characteristics of extroversion and openness. 
The neuroticism feature had a negative, 
significant relation with “family of origin” 
variable. These findings are in agreement 
with studies of Hoseinian et al [22], Conger 
et al [26], Miller [27], which all imply that 
“family of origin” can predict the main 
personality characteristics. To justify this 
finding, it can be said that family is the first 
and the most important entity in forming the 
human personality. Role and influence of 
“family of origin”, environment, and civility 
on individual’s personality, performance, 
flexibility. and adaptation with improper 
conditions are undeniable. Home is the first 
place in course of social life of an individual. 
It should be governed in a manner that makes 
the relaxation and balances between family 
members. Existence of a warm, cultivating, 
and lively environment in the family is a 
reliable base for the family members that 
guarantee the mental and spiritual health of 
members [38]. In fact, what that occur inside 
the family and its performance can be a key 
factor in making flexibility and reducing 
the dangers related to improper and horrible 
events [28]. 
In family relations, existence of confliction 
or irritation is inevitable and the thing that 
differentiates the problematic or difficult 
family relations from non problematic ones 
is not the presence or absence of damages, 
but it is confessing the fact of irritating the 
glum person and forgiving the offender in a 
reciprocal relation [29]. Since family gives 
to anybody a mere and special identity 
and individual internalizes all values and 
features of family in him/her and forms his/
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her personality and behavioral patterns in 
relation to others based on these features and 
values [21], it can be said that person heirs 
the forgiveness characteristic from the family. 
Influence of “family of origin” in appearing 
different characteristics in people has been 
shown in many studies. 

Conclusion
Based on study findings it can be said that 
“family of origin” and personality characteristics 
have an important role in the prediction of 
forgiveness tendency. Particularly, neuroticism 
and extroversion are strong predictors in this 
context. Thus, it is suggested that “family of 
origin” and personality characteristics such 
as extroversion and neuroticism be taken 
into account in healing interventions related 
to forgiveness. One of the limitations of the 
present study was that the study was conducted 
only on the students, so care should be taken 
upon generalizing the results to other age 
groups and public society.
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