q._yllfv‘ul 'Fﬁ@..&‘lifm.-,'ti’l!‘@l ¢ ﬂ May & June 2025. Volume 15. Number 3

Research Paper i)
Exploring Gender Differences in Unforgiveness: A
Thematic Analysis of Experiences and Expressions

in Males and Females

Ajit Kumar Singh' ©©, Gyanesh Kumar Tiwari®

1. Amity Institute of Behavioural and Allied Sciences (AIBAS), Amity University, Jaipur, India.
2. Department of Psychology, School of Humanities & Social Sciences, Doctor Harisingh Gour Vishwavidyalaya, Sagar, India.

Use your device to scan

and esdhe ariceonine [@IELTYY Singh AK, Tiwari GK. Exploring Gender Differences in Unforgiveness: A Thematic Analysis of Experienc-
. o es and Expressions in Males and Females. Journal of Research & Health. 2025; 15(3):269-282. http://dx.doi.org/10.32598/
JRH.15.3.1992.7

d ) http://dx.doi.org/10.32598/JRH.15.3.1992.7

ABSTRACT

Background: Unforgiveness refers to the prolonged unwillingness to forgive perceived
wrongdoings, which can significantly affect mental and physical well-being. In contrast,
resentment or grudges involve holding onto past grievances. This study examined gender
differences in experiences and expressions of unforgiveness to address existing knowledge gaps.

Methods: In this qualitative research, 34 university students (19 men and 15 women) were
recruited from Sagar, Madhya Pradesh, India via purposive and snowball sampling in 2022.
Purposive sampling targets specific characteristics, while snowball sampling recruits similar
participants. Both yield relevant data for thematic analysis but limit generalizability due to
smaller, specific samples. Participants shared their unforgivable experiences in semi-structured
interviews developed from previous studies on unforgiveness. The transcriptions were analyzed
thematically.

Results: The participants’ mean age was 26.43+2.88 years. The themes of similarities and
differences in unforgiveness reflect both shared and distinct experiences. Both genders
reported feelings of hurt, revenge, and anger, with unforgiveness manifesting as avoidance and
neglect. This suggests a common emotional and behavioral response, emphasizing the role of
unforgiveness in personal growth and protection from future harm. However, gender-specific
differences emerged in the nature of transgressions: men reported bullying and humiliation,
while women emphasized cheating and sexual abuse. Additionally, men viewed unforgiveness
as a tool for offender reform, whereas women saw it as a means of protection.

Conclusion: Understanding gender differences in unforgiveness can guide gender-specific

Article info: i interventions, addressing men’s emphasis on reform and women’s protective motives. Further
Received: 12 Aug 2024 . research should explore cultural influences on unforgiveness and test the effectiveness of tailored
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Introduction

nforgiveness is defined as a cold emotion
involving resentment, bitterness, and mo-
tivated avoidance or retribution toward a
transgressor [1, 2]. It is a conscious state,
in which individuals harbor negative feel-
ings toward the perpetrator. Research on
unforgiveness has been relatively sparse,
with many researchers describing it simply as the oppo-
site of forgiveness [3]. It is often measured through the
inventory of interpersonal motivations related to trans-
gressions [4], levels of resentment toward the transgres-
sor [5], or by reversing forgiveness measures [6]. Un-
forgiveness is distinct from general hostility or the mere
absence of forgiveness, as it reflects persistent negative
emotions and motivation to retaliate or avoid the trans-
gressor. This emotional state is associated with interper-
sonal conflict and emotional distress, with personality
traits and gender influencing its manifestation [1, 7].

Unforgiveness, often defined as resentment, bitterness,
and avoidance or retribution, is measured using tools,
like the transgression-related interpersonal motivations
inventory (TRIM) and reversed forgiveness scales [8].
However, these approaches tend to simplify unforgive-
ness as the opposite of forgiveness, overlooking its
emotional complexity. Self-reports on resentment and
negative emotions are also used, but they may miss key
cognitive and behavioral dimensions. Research typically
frames unforgiveness as merely the absence of forgive-
ness, limiting a deeper understanding of its distinct ef-
fects. Unforgiveness, involving emotions, like bitter-
ness, can have protective functions beyond its negative
impact. A more nuanced approach is needed to explore
how unforgiveness may contribute to emotional resil-
ience and protect individuals from harm in relational
dynamics [7].

Stackhouse et al. noted that although unforgiveness is
scarcely studied, it remains largely theoretical, offering
opportunities for empirical research [7]. While studies
highlight forgiveness’s benefits for well-being, unfor-
giveness has been explored only recently [1, 9]. Singh et
al. found that beyond its negative effects, unforgiveness
has some positive outcomes for victims, such as improv-
ing self-esteem, and productivity, and reducing relation-
ship boredom and re-victimization [1]. Unforgiveness
helps individuals manage potential risks associated with
forgiving offenders, providing a protective mechanism
for victims.
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Gender refers to male, female, or neutral states and in-
cludes social, psychological, and cultural meanings. Re-
search has focused on gender’s role in shaping psycho-
logical traits, with evolutionary theory [10] and social
role [11] dominating interpretations. Recently, research-
ers suggested examining gender differences as important
indicators for understanding psychological characteris-
tics [12, 13].

Research indicates gender differences in forgiveness
[14], though it is unclear whether gender itself or another
variable influences forgiveness. Methodological factors
may also account for these differences [14]. While many
studies have examined gender in various psychological
domains, few have explored its role in unforgiveness.
Some studies emphasize the need to investigate gen-
der’s influence on unforgiveness [1, 9]. Unforgiveness
may relate to dispositional traits, like emotional stability,
sensitivity, agreeableness, empathy, and religiosity [2,
71, where gender differences are evident [15]. Research
suggests unforgiveness involves complex emotions, like
resentment and avoidance, not merely the absence of
forgiveness, offering unique benefits, such as increased
self-esteem and resilience. Gender differences in unfor-
giveness, shaped by socialization and cognitive process-
es, require further investigation for developing effective
therapeutic interventions. Addressing unforgiveness in
psychological research can enhance emotional well-
being and support tailored conflict resolution strategies
[3, 16].

Recent research links unforgiveness to anxiety, depres-
sion, stress, rumination, and emotional distress, exacer-
bating conflict and reducing life satisfaction [16, 17].
Forgiveness-based therapies show promise in improving
emotional regulation and well-being [3]. Cultural factors,
especially in collectivist societies, shape unforgiveness
experiences [1, 18]. Thus, unforgiveness remains key to
emotional healing interventions. Unforgiveness, charac-
terized by persistent negative emotions, like resentment
and hostility, varies by gender due to different socializa-
tion and emotional regulation strategies [7]. Qualitative
research explores gender-specific experiences and nu-
ances of unforgiveness beyond quantitative methods[1,
19], aiming to uncover cultural and psychological fac-
tors for tailored therapeutic interventions [14, 20].

A wealth of literature examines gender differences in psy-
chological characteristics. However, researchers often focus
on identifying these differences rather than understanding
their nature. They either hypothesize about gender differ-
ences to validate or refute them or merely discuss observed
differences. This approach is problematic, as it may cause
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researchers to overlook important aspects and dynamics of
gender differences. Theories of gender differences in un-
forgiveness highlight distinct emotional and cognitive re-
sponses to conflict. Evolutionary perspectives indicate that
women may exhibit greater leniency due to nurturing roles
and social bonds, while men, motivated by dominance and
competition, may forgive more readily [21]. Socialization
theory suggests that women value relationship harmony,
fostering forgiveness, whereas men emphasize indepen-
dence [16, 22]. Cognitive models propose that men tend
to ruminate less, enabling quicker resolution of grievances,
while women, with stronger emotional attachments, may
take longer to forgive [23]. Recent research supports these
distinctions, acknowledging cultural influences on dynam-
ics [14, 24]. Understanding these gender differences can
challenge assumptions of uniform emotional responses, re-
vealing nuanced dynamics, like rumination and emotional
regulation, enriching psychological models, and enhancing
forgiveness-based interventions [14, 20].

There are some problems related to the proof/disproval
and/or discussion of the results obtained, including in the
form of publication bias, which may prevent researchers
from understanding the role of gender in the psychological
abilities of the individual [13]. Unforgiveness is relative-
ly a newer construct that has received less attention from
researchers. Although recently it has become the focus of
attention for some researchers [1, 7, 9], it is still an under-
researched construct. This study aimed to examine gender
differences in unforgiveness and to fill gaps in the literature
that primarily focus on forgiveness or equate unforgiveness
with its absence. By examining the unique emotional and
cognitive processes of gender unforgiveness, this research
will provide insights into how socialization and psycho-
logical factors influence these differences. This study will
expand our understanding of unforgiveness and provide a
nuanced perspective that can inform gender-sensitive thera-
peutic interventions and contribute to the development of
more comprehensive psychological models.

Methods
Study design

The phenomenological framework was adopted as
the guiding framework for the present study because a
phenomenological inquiry views an individual’s lived
experience as the starting point for investigation and
meaning-making, helping the researcher to penetrate the
individual’s life world. An inductive semantic thematic
analysis using a realist approach [25, 26] was conducted
by the authors.
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Participants

Participants were recruited through an advertisement
containing study information and requirements. The ad-
vertisement was distributed online via social media, in-
cluding Facebook, WhatsApp, Gmail, and LinkedIn, and
in offline mode. A total of 58 university students from
various academic departments of Doctor Harisingh Gour
Vishwavidyalaya, Sagar, 470003, Madhya Pradesh, In-
dia were recruited using purposive and snowball sam-
pling in 2022. Purposive sampling targets specific char-
acteristics, while snowball sampling recruits similar
participants. These participants contacted the researcher,
of whom 24 were excluded from the study: 11 because
of being overage (over 40 years old), six because of be-
ing underage (under 20 years of age), four because they
could not recall any unforgivable experience, and three
because they refused to allow audio recordings of the
interview content, and 34 participants were further in-
terviewed. Figure 1 shows the consolidated standards of
reporting trials (CONSORT) diagram.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The inclusion criteria of the study were as follows:
participants who had experienced painful encounters in
their lives that they were unable or unwilling to forgive,
who were not suffering from any physical and/or mental
illness, and who were between 20 and 40 years of age.
The exclusion criteria were as follows: Age outside the
range of 20 to 40 years, unwillingness to participate, re-
porting some physical and/or mental illness, and inabil-
ity to recall unforgivable experiences.

Data collection

A semi-structured interview protocol was developed
based on the unforgiveness literature [1, 7] and follow-
ing the guidelines for qualitative research [27] aimed at
uncovering the nature and dynamics of unforgiveness.
The interview protocol was divided into three parts. Part
A contained questions to provide information about the
type of transgression and the perpetrator. Part B includ-
ed questions on cognitive and affective dimensions of
transgressions. Part C was prepared for participants who
could not recall a transgression, in which they did not
forgive the transgressor. This section is about imagining
a transgression against them and answering some ques-
tions related to the transgression.
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Figure 1. CONSORT diagram showing the flow of participants through each study stage L LYl

Ajit Kumar Singh conducted the interviews. Sixteen
interviews were conducted over the phone and 22 in per-
son. Before the interview began, the participants were in-
formed about the nature and purpose of the interview, and
their written consent was obtained. The interviews were
conducted in Hindi. Follow-up questions and probing
were also used where appropriate. The interviews were
transcribed, anonymized, and checked for accuracy.

All participants were informed that their participation in
the study was completely voluntary and that they could
withdraw from the study at any time. It was also informed
that all data will be anonymized, and their confidentiality
will be strictly maintained. The entire procedure was re-
viewed and approved by the institutional ethics commit-
tee before conducting the study. The ethical review pro-
cess involved the submission of research proposals to the
institutional ethics committee, which evaluated risks, ben-
efits, and participant welfare. Key considerations includ-
ed informed consent, confidentiality, and potential harm.
Adherence to ethical guidelines ensured participants were
fully informed and protected, fostering trust and integrity
in research. This process promoted accountability, ensur-
ing that studies contribute positively to knowledge with-
out compromising individual rights, thus enhancing the

credibility and validity of the present research outcomes.
The COREQ checklist for reporting qualitative data [28]
and the guidelines for ensuring rigor and reflexivity in
qualitative research [29] were also followed. To ensure
the internal validity of the study, we used analyst trian-
gulation [30]. Saturation occurred after 28 interviews. Six
additional interviews were conducted to ensure data satu-
ration, consistent with the literature [31].

Data analysis

The interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed ver-
batim, and analyzed using thematic analysis [25, 32].
The thematic analysis involves six steps: Familiariza-
tion, coding, theme generation, theme review, theme
definition, and writing up. Initially, the researchers fa-
miliarized themselves with the data by reading and re-
reading transcripts. In vivo coding captured participants’
words, generating open codes that identified recurring
ideas. These codes were grouped into broader themes,
summarizing the essence of the data. The three authors
independently generated subthemes and themes by sort-
ing codes and resolving disagreements through confer-
encing. Themes were reviewed and refined to ensure
accuracy, defined, and named to reflect differentiated
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understandings of the data in relation to the research
questions, thereby contributing to the study’s overall in-
terpretation and results [25].

In stage four, themes and subthemes were reviewed,
and an expert panel of two researchers (one internal and
one external) evaluated their suitability. Modifications
were made based on their suggestions in phase five. In
the sixth step, results were written following the guide-
lines [25]. Verbatim transcriptions were in Hindi, as par-
ticipants spoke the language. The study data is available
on the Open Science Framework (OSF) [33]. Data can
be accessed through the OSF by visiting the OSF project
page, where researchers have shared datasets, methods,
and results.

Results

Thirty-four participants (age range=20-40 years,
mean=26.43+2.88 years) were interviewed. Of these,
19 were males (age range=24-29 years, mean=27+2.24
years) and 15 were females (age range=22-32 years,
mean=25.40+3.85 years). None of the participants were
relatives, friends, or colleagues of any of the researchers.
Biographical details are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographics of the participants (n=34)

May & June 2025. Volume 15. Number 3

In the present study, we examined gender differences
in unforgiveness using detailed, semi-structured inter-
views. Narratives of unforgivable experiences by men
and women showed some similarities as well as differ-
ences in the nature and dynamics of unforgiveness. Men
and women reported that, in many cases, they experi-
enced different types of violations, some of which result-
ed in similar emotional and behavioral consequences,
while others led to different outcomes (Figures 2 and 3).

Theme 1: Gender similarities in unforgiveness ex-
periences

Male and female participants reported facing different
types of transgressions, but interpretations of unforgive-
ness were found to be similar for both genders. They
similarly described the importance of unforgiveness. A
comparable trend was also observed in participants’ be-
haviors induced by transgressions. Both genders report-
ed similar benefits associated with unforgiving behavior.

Variables No. (%)
19(55.88)
Gender

Female 15(44.12)
Undergraduate 18(52.94)

Education
Postgraduate 16(47.06)
Joint family” 07(20.59)

Family type
Nuclear family™ 27(79.41)
Higher middle-class 15(44.12)

Socioeconomic status™
Lower middle-class 19(55.88)
Married 04(11.76)
Marital status

Unmarried 30(88.24)
08(23.53)
Domicile Urban 12(35.29)
Semi-urban 14(41.18)

Lt

"A joint family comprises members of three or more generations, “A nuclear family comprises only parents and their children,
""Socioeconomic status was determined by the annual income reported by the participants.
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Unforgiveness Behaviours
Positive Behavioral Changes
Hurt, revenge, anger, Avoidance, in Offenders, Improved Social
frustration etc. neglect, and Relationships, Positive
revenge etc. Emotional Outcomes and
Reduced Future
Revictimization
Figure 2. Study themes on the similarities in unforgiveness UI'QH
’ Differences ‘
Types of offenses Motives behind Negative Consequences -
unforgiveness of unforgiveness Mechanisms to
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Male Female Male Female Positive changes in  Initiatives by the
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forgiveness, and forgiveness by
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conditions of the
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Figure 3. Study themes on the differences in unforgiveness [ LE2 ]
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Subtheme 1: Meaning and nature of unforgiveness

Male and female participants were found to define un-
forgiveness in similar ways. Hurt, revenge, anger, and
frustration were core features of their definition of unfor-
giveness. These were reflected in the following descrip-
tions from the participants:

“When someone has hurt you and you can’t forget it,
you think of revenge and develop feelings of hate and
disgust” (Male [M]_6).

“Hatred, anger, and ignorance are the core characteris-
tics of unforgiveness” (Female (F) 1).

Descriptions of participants’ unforgivable experiences
revealed two types of unforgiveness: Active and passive
unforgiveness. In active unforgiveness, they described
being unable to forgive the perpetrators or forget the
transgression(s). In the passive form of unforgiveness,
they described forgiveness without forgetting. Par-
ticipants of both genders described having forgiven the
perpetrator but still harboring resentment and negative
feelings. These styles of unforgiveness are evident in the
following quotes:

“I have outwardly forgiven him, but it’s not the same
as before. Apparently, I have forgiven him but have not
forgotten the incident” (M_8).

“Things have changed, now I don’t talk to her like
I used to. I talk to her and spend time with her, but I
haven’t forgotten her” (F_3).

Both genders reported transgressions as equally hurtful
and disturbing. This is reflected in the following quotes:

“What they did wasn’t a mistake; it was a transgres-
sion for me. So, there is no question of forgiving them”
(M_2).

“My father manipulated his children and his wife for
personal interests. He did not take responsibility for his
family, never attended parent-teacher meetings, always
kept us away from friends, completely isolated us from
society, and harmed us”(F 13).

Subtheme 2: Unforgiveness-generated behaviours

There were many similarities between the unforgive-
ness-induced behaviors of male and female participants.
For example, avoidance, neglect, and revenge were de-
scribed by most participants as unforgiveness-induced
behaviors of both genders. These appeared equally in the

May & June 2025. Volume 15. Number 3

descriptions of male and female participants. Below are
the representative quotes:

“This incident is not worth forgetting, but I avoid it”
(M_14).

“I just want to feel like I never knew her. They are like
strangers to me, even though they are in my Facebook
and WhatsApp contact lists. I don’t care about you”
(F_20).

Subtheme 3: Benefits of unforgiveness

The benefits associated with unforgiveness were re-
ported equally by both groups. For example, positive
behavioral changes in offenders have been described as
resulting from unforgiveness, improved social relation-
ships, and positive emotional outcomes, which were de-
scribed equally by both genders. Both men and women
reported that adhering to forgiveness can bring about
positive change in offenders. The representative quotes
that reflect these benefits of forgiveness are listed below:

“I learned that he is doing well in his life and has be-
come a nice guy” (M_9).

“I don’t forgive him so he can do something good to
restore the relationship” (F_7).

Holding to forgiveness has been described as improv-
ing personal and social relationships for both genders
equally. They argued that unforgiveness can be a les-
son for both others and the victims. Self-improvement
and a sense of security in future relationships were other
benefits reported equally by both genders. They were re-
flected in the following excerpts:

“My self-worth increased after this incident. Now I can
take more time for myself. I’'m happier now than before”
M_1).

“I notice a lot of changes in myself. I think before I
trust people and I don’t get attached to anyone easily. I
have started testing people and analyzing why they do
what they do. I question whether what I’m doing is right
or not, and I have begun to think about whom I should
talk to and whom I shouldn’t” (F_16).

Reduced future revictimization was also cited as one of
the benefits of unforgiveness among men and women.
They were reflected in the following excerpts:
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“If I don’t forgive him, I will put distance between us.
This will help prevent the possibility of re-victimization”
(M_26).

“If I forgive him, he may try to get back into the rela-
tionship, and I can’t take that risk” (F_5).

Theme 2: Gender differences in unforgiveness ex-
periences

Aside from some similarities, there were some differ-
ences in the transgressions that men and women faced,
which had different consequences for them. The motives
for unforgiveness were also stated differently by the two
groups.

Subtheme 1: Types of offenses

Reports of unforgivable experiences by men and
women revealed different patterns of transgression for
both genders, which led them to continue to forgive the
perpetrator(s). Fighting, humiliation, bullying, and forc-
ing unethical activities were described as unforgivable
offenses by male participants, while cheating, sexual ha-
rassment, sexual harassment, and sexual abuse were de-
scribed as unforgivable offenses by female participants.
Arguments with friends and unethical behavior among
seniors were described as unforgivable by male partici-
pants in the following quotes:

“When I played soccer, I was on the junior state team.
My superiors forced me to take drugs, but I refused.
They bullied me for it. I retaliated and hit them on the
head. I still think about the incident and can never for-
give them” (M_10).

In contrast, the types of transgressions described by
female participants varied. For example, they identified
various types of fraud, ignorance, and sexual harassment
as the biggest transgressions, for which they still seek
forgiveness. They are expressed in the following quotes:

“One of my good friends cheated on me. I came to
know that she knows my Facebook ID and password and
she posts many things on my Facebook and chats with
someone with my name. She did all this because she
took revenge on me, but I don’t know for what” (F_2).

“When I was in the 5th grade, I took part in tutoring
during the holidays. There was a teacher who sexually
harassed me for a few days. I didn’t realize much at the
time, but I felt very bad. What he did was unforgettable”
(F_17).
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Subtheme 2: Motives behind unforgiveness

Both groups also differed in their motives for unfor-
giveness. Male participants reported that withholding
forgiveness can bring about positive change in the of-
fender. It appeared in the following excerpt:

“I haven’t forgiven him because I hope that I want to
bring about a positive change in him” (M_29).

In contrast, most female participants reported that veri-
fying the recurrence of transgressions was the primary
motive for persisting in forgiveness. This could be due to
the higher prevalence of insecurity among women. This
was expressed in the following quotes:

“Just seeing this incident, I can forgive him. There
have been many other instances in the past where he
has wronged my father. Therefore, it is pointless to think
about these things. I do not feel good” (F_22).

Subtheme 3: Consequences of unforgiveness

The two groups differed in their descriptions of the
consequences of unforgiveness. The majority of male
participants reported fewer negative consequences for
not forgiving compared to their female counterparts. The
following excerpts demonstrated the severity of the dis-
order due to the unforgiveness of the male participants:

“It doesn’t affect me anymore. I think it was part of life
and I learned things” (M_11).

Female participants reported more negative conse-
quences resulting from their unforgiving behavior com-
pared to male participants.

“It was so painful for me at the time. Suicidal thoughts
crossed my mind” (F_3).

“I was very scared then. [ wasn’t brave enough to share
it with others” (F_17).

Both genders differed in their descriptions of rumina-
tion. Male participants experienced less or no rumination
about the transgression compared to female participants.
This was reflected in the following quotes:

“I don’t remember this event in my daily life” (M_13).
“I can’t forget this incident. It still bothers me” (F_25).

The study highlights both similarities and differences
in unforgiveness experiences between genders. Men and

Singh AK &Tiwari GK. Gender Difference in Unforgiveness Among Adults. JRH. 2025; 15(3):269-282.



http://jrh.gmu.ac.ir

Tonsnal of Rocaasch £ _Hoalth
UUuUl 11dil Ul AN D VAL vl Adveinil

women commonly defined unforgiveness through emo-
tions, like anger and revenge, but the nature of transgres-
sions differed. Men reported bullying and humiliation,
while women emphasized cheating and sexual harass-
ment, revealing distinct emotional landscapes. Both gen-
ders experienced negative outcomes, though women re-
ported higher emotional distress and rumination. These
findings align with research on gendered emotional
responses, stressing the need for gender-sensitive ap-
proaches in therapeutic practices (M_9; F_7). Behav-
ioral responses, such as avoidance and neglect, were
common in both genders: “I avoid it” (M_14) and “I just
want to feel like I never knew her” (F_20). Unforgive-
ness also revealed shared emotions—hurt, anger, and
frustration—with a male participant stating, “I devel-
oped feelings of hate and disgust,” similar to a female
participant’s view: “Hatred, anger, and ignorance are the
core of unforgiveness” (M_14; F_20). Motivations dif-
fered, with men withholding forgiveness to effect posi-
tive change and women focusing on preventing future
harm (M_9; F_7). Women faced more intense emotional
consequences, including suicidal thoughts and fear,
compared to men who often dismissed transgressions as
part of life. These findings demonstrate the complexity
and gendered dimensions of unforgiveness.

The study explored gender differences in unforgive-
ness. Both men and women experienced anger and re-
venge, but men cited bullying and humiliation, while
women highlighted cheating and harassment. Women
reported greater emotional distress and rumination.
While both genders showed avoidance behaviors, men
viewed unforgiveness as promoting change, whereas
women focused on preventing harm, revealing distinct
emotional landscapes and motivations.

Discussion

The present study revealed significant gender differ-
ences in the experience and expression of unforgiveness.
Both men and women reported feelings of revenge, an-
ger, and frustration as core components of unforgiveness.
However, variations emerged in the types of offenses
considered unforgivable and their underlying motives.
Women often cited the prevention of future offenses
as a primary reason for their unforgiveness, while men
focused on the need for positive behavioral changes in
the offender. Additionally, female participants reported
more negative consequences from unforgiveness com-
pared to males. The analysis highlighted both similari-
ties and differences in men’s and women’s experiences
with unforgiveness, which influenced their willingness
to forgive or withhold forgiveness after transgressions.
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Ultimately, the willingness to grant forgiveness depend-
ed on the nature and severity of the offense.

Unforgiveness occurs when a person consciously har-
bors negative feelings toward the transgressor, as reflect-
ed in the descriptions of nearly all study participants.
Male and female participants shared similar experiences
related to unforgiveness, both describing it as involv-
ing feelings of revenge, anger, and frustration. Previous
research indicates that unforgiveness is linked to nega-
tive emotions that lead to rumination [2, 7] and result
in adverse personal and interpersonal consequences [1].
Some studies also demonstrate that people may grant
forgiveness selectively based on the relationship type
and the transgression’s severity [34].

Similarities in the unforgiveness-induced behaviors of
men and women were evident, with most participants
describing avoidance, neglect, and revenge as behaviors
resulting from unforgiveness. Previous research supports
these findings, noting that individuals often avoid those
who have wronged them [35, 36]. This violator avoid-
ance aligns with Skinner’s operant conditioning theory
[37], which states that behaviors are more likely to occur
when reinforced. Both genders equally reported revenge
as a consequence of unforgiveness, expressing that feel-
ings of revenge led them to harbor negative emotions
toward the transgressor, which is corroborated by previ-
ous studies [7, 38].

Positive changes in offender behavior due to unfor-
giveness, improved social relationships, and positive
emotional outcomes were described by both genders.
Both men and women reported that adhering to forgive-
ness can bring about positive changes in offenders, im-
prove personal and social relationships, and reduce fu-
ture revictimization by setting a role model for both the
offender and others. Self-improvement and a sense of
security in future relationships were equally described as
benefits of unforgiveness by both genders. These results
were also reflected in some previous studies [1, 7, 9, 39].

While there are some similarities in the experience and
expression of unforgiveness between men and women,
notable differences exist. Men and women differ in the
types of offenses they encounter and their motives for un-
forgiveness. The consequences of unforgiveness are also
reported differently by both genders. Male and female
participants exhibited distinct transgression patterns in-
fluencing their decisions to forgive offenders. Male par-
ticipants identified fighting, humiliation, bullying, and
coercing unethical activities as unforgivable offenses,
while female participants cited cheating, sexual harass-
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ment, and sexual abuse as unforgivable. These findings
relate to previous research indicating that women are
more likely to experience sexual transgressions, leading
to insecurities and unforgiveness [39]. The study’s find-
ings align with earlier research on emotional responses
and forgiveness processes. Both men and women expe-
rienced unforgiveness through negative emotions, like
revenge and anger, confirming that unforgiveness can
result in rumination and negative social consequences
[1]. However, this study emphasizes specific gendered
motives and consequences of unforgiveness, showing
that female participants aimed to prevent re-offending,
while male participants focused on altering offenders’
behavior [40]. Tsirigotis also discussed gender-specific
transgressions, like sexual offenses committed by wom-
en [41]. This extends the literature by highlighting the
complexity of unforgiveness experiences and their po-
tential adaptive functions in specific contexts [39].

Both groups differed in their motives for unforgive-
ness. Female participants cited unforgiveness as a means
to reduce the recurrence of offending behavior, while
males emphasized the necessity of positive change in
the offender’s behavior. This indicates possible differ-
ences in how men and women perceive transgressions,
potentially linked to evolutionary perspectives on emo-
tions [42]. The consequences of unforgiveness were also
perceived differently, with female participants reporting
more negative outcomes than their male counterparts.
This discrepancy may stem from variations in how each
gender ruminates on negative emotions related to trans-
gressions. Research suggests that females tend to engage
with negative emotions more than males [43], which
may contribute to a greater likelihood of holding on to
unforgiveness among females compared to males.

The findings indicated that while both genders experi-
ence similar emotions related to unforgiveness—such as
revenge, anger, and frustration—the underlying motives
and consequences differ significantly. Male participants
often viewed unforgiveness as a catalyst for inducing a
change in the offender, while females were more inclined
to prevent the recurrence of harmful behavior. These re-
sults align with existing research, which highlights the
relationship between unforgiveness and negative emo-
tions [2, 7]. However, the distinct emotional processing
styles identified, particularly the greater tendency for fe-
males to ruminate on negative emotions [43], suggest a
nuanced understanding of unforgiveness across genders.
This understanding can inform therapeutic interventions
tailored to gender-specific emotional dynamics and cop-
ing strategies, recognizing that unforgiveness can have
adaptive functions in certain contexts.
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The present study offers valuable insights into the un-
forgiveness literature by examining gender differences,
an aspect previously overlooked. It highlights that un-
forgiveness is an internal state shaped by various psy-
chological processes. Findings revealed both similarities
and differences between men and women regarding their
experiences and expressions of unforgiveness. Partici-
pants indicated that withholding forgiveness often felt
beneficial. Gender differences in socialization practices,
expectations, life goals, and personal values may sig-
nificantly influence these differences in unforgiveness.
While understanding gender differences in psychologi-
cal phenomena has long been a focus, it is essential to
delve into how these differences manifest in experiences
and expressions of psychological constructs. This under-
standing can guide researchers and practitioners in tai-
loring interventions for men and women, acknowledging
their distinct experiences and potential needs for differ-
ent coping strategies, as evidenced by the results of the
current study.

Researchers should recognize that unforgiveness is
sometimes appropriate or necessary, as forgiving the of-
fender may jeopardize personal and social relationships.
Unforgiveness is not always undesirable; it can be adap-
tive. Understanding these distinctions allows individu-
als to reflect on whether forgiveness is suitable or not.
Studying unforgiveness has significant implications,
particularly for therapeutic, counseling, and psycho-
educational interventions. A better grasp of unforgive-
ness can help practitioners address negative cognition
and emotionality, preventing maladaptive behavior pat-
terns. In some situations, forgiving the offender can lead
to negative consequences, such as repeated offenses or
immoral behavior. However, maintaining unforgiveness
may enhance security, self-esteem, and defense of moral
principles. Therefore, carefully considering when to for-
give is essential for practitioners working with clients in
various settings.

Understanding gender differences in unforgiveness can
inform interventions by tailoring therapeutic approaches
to the specific needs of men and women. For women
linking unforgiveness to past transgressions, like sexu-
al harassment, therapy may focus on trauma-informed
care, emphasizing emotional expression and coping
strategies to counteract ruminations and negative emo-
tions. Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) can assist
women in reframing their thoughts about unforgiveness
and developing healthier coping mechanisms [1]. Men,
who often see unforgiveness as a means to elicit change
in offenders, may benefit from assertiveness training and
behavior change strategies. Integrative approaches com-
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bining narrative therapy to reconstruct experiences may
also be useful [7, 14]. Recognizing these gender dynam-
ics can enhance therapeutic effectiveness and promote
healthier emotional processing. The study’s strengths in-
clude being the first to examine gender differences in un-
forgiveness and one of the few using qualitative methods
to explore this under-researched construct. It utilized in-
depth semi-structured interviews with participants who
experienced transgressions, offering personal insights.

Conclusion

The current study explored gender differences in un-
forgiveness, revealing gaps in existing literature and
emphasizing gender’s role in its expression and experi-
ence. The findings hold clinical significance, suggesting
that practitioners acknowledge unforgiveness’s adaptive
functions, especially when forgiveness might jeopardize
personal safety or well-being. Gender-specific interven-
tions are crucial, as men and women have different mo-
tives, experiences, and expressions of unforgiveness.
Therapeutic approaches should target these differences,
aiding clients in managing negative emotions and pre-
venting maladaptive behaviors.

Limitations and future directions

The study has several limitations that may affect the
generalizability of its findings. It may not adequately
address cultural variations in unforgiveness, as cultural
norms significantly shape emotional responses and in-
terpersonal dynamics, making findings from one context
less applicable to diverse populations. Additionally, the
sample may lack a broad age range, potentially skew-
ing results, as younger and older adults might experience
unforgiveness differently due to generational differences
in socialization and emotional processing. Relying on in-
terview data may introduce biases, as participants might
not fully express their feelings or could be influenced by
social desirability. The qualitative nature of the research
may also limit broad conclusions, as findings are often
context-specific. These limitations warrant caution in in-
terpreting results and applying them universally. Future
research should explore gender differences in unforgive-
ness and the psychological processes that influence for-
giveness decisions to enhance therapeutic interventions
and better understand its adaptive functions in various
relationships.
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