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Applying forgiveness therapy to survivors of intimate partner violence (IPV)

Abstract

Twenty-five percent of women in the United States will report some form of intimate partner violence
(IPV) within their lifetimes (Mac, Ferron, & Crosby, 2009). At these rates, IPV has become an epidemic,
touching the lives of most people. The effects of IPV on victim's physical and psychological health may be
severe and chronic (Weaver & Clum, 1995). Finding potent therapy approaches with this population is
essential. The author of this paper proposes forgiveness therapy as an approach worthy of further
investigation. This paper focuses on explaining what forgiveness is and is not, describes common
sequelae of IPV, reviews Enright's model of forgiveness therapy, and a brief literature review of research
concerning forgiveness therapy and its application to participants who have endured deep hurts.

This open access graduate research paper is available at UNI ScholarWorks: https://scholarworks.uni.edu/grp/156
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Forgiveness Therapy 6

which focuses primarily on physical, sexual, and psychological abuse against

female, heterosexual victims.

Forgiveness
Because much of the opposition raised against forgiveness therapy is
based on misunderstanding what it means to forgive, it is important to first define
forgiveness, what it is and what it is not, before discussing it as a therapy
approach. Although there is no one definition favored by all researchers
(Freedman, Enright, & Knutson, 2005), one widely accepted is Enright and
Fitzgibbon’s (2000):
People, upon rationally determining that they have been unfairly treated,
forgive when they willfully abandon resentment and related responses (to
which they have a right) and endeavor to respond to the wrongdoer based
on the moral principle of beneficence, which may include compassion,
unconditional worth, generosity, and moral love (to which the wrongdoer,
by nature of the hurtful act or acts, has no right). p. 29
When broken down, this definition contains four core conditions (Holmgrem,
1993). First, an individual is injured (physically, emotionally, socially,
psychologically, etc.). According to Enright and the Human Development Study
Group (1991), this injury must be deep and long-lasting. It is not a trivial
annoyance. Second, a person or persons are responsible for the injury regardless
of intentions (Enright & the Human Development Study Group). Third, the

injured person (the forgiver) must willfully change one’s negativity toward the

offender by eliminating resentment, desire for revenge, and negative affect
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Forgiveness Therapy 8

conscious awareness of the wrong and no longer allows forgiveness to be a
possibility.

Forgiveness is not a selfish act (McGary, 1989; Enright & the Human
Development Study Group, 1991). Although the offender does not deserve the
victim’s consideration, forgiveness requires the victim to try to understand the
offender’s circumstances and motivation for committing the hurtful act. In
addition, it entails no longer viewing the offender as a monster, but as a fellow
member of the human race (Freedman et al., 2005). Even if a victim is motivated
to forgive purely to diminish the pain, anger, and resentment one feels, without
considering the offender, one is not being selfish (McGary). Forgiving for one’s
own sake is a responsible way of protecting and nurturing one’s mental and
physical health. It can be equated to feeding oneself. To accuse a person of being
selfish for eating food and drinking water is unfounded. One is merely caring for
the self. In the same way, a victim is taking care of oneself. In addition, McGary
argues forgiveness is not selfish not only because in the process of forgiving, no
harm is inflicted upon or ill will is directed toward the offender, but also because
“the reason has nothing whatsoever to do with a desire to maximize the
satisfaction of his desires at the expense of others” (p. 345).

Forgiveness is not the same as pardoning the offender’s behaviors
(McGary, 1989; Enright & the Human Development Study Group, 1991;
Freedman et al., 2005). To pardon is to not punish one as severely as one deserves
even though he or she is completely responsible for the injurioqs behavior

(McGary). Pardoning and forgiveness occur within two completely different
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contexts. Forgiving occurs between the victim and the offender, while pardoning
occurs within the legal system. A judge, not the victim, decides whether or not to
reduce the deserved punishment (Enright & the Human Development Study
Group).

Forgiveness does not justify the offender’s behavior by providing
rationalizations rendering the injurious action as acceptable (Enright & the
Human Development Study Group, 1991). Rather, forgiveness holds the offender
accountable for his actions (McGary, 1989). The victim acknowledges what the
offender has done as wrong and, in turn, releases anger and resentment. Despite
the victim’s undeserved offering, the victim may still seek justice by, for example,
pressing charges. Forgiving and seeking justice are compatible in that they may
occur together and both always hold the offender accountable for his or her
actions (Hill, Exline, & Cohen, 2005). In addition, because a victim who forgives
acknowledges the pain inflicted, forgiveness is not equivalent to condoning or
excusing (Enright & the Human Development Study Group; Freedman et al.,
2005). When one condones or excuses behavior, he or she belittles the harm
inflicted and deems it as inconsequential.

Most importantly, forgiveness should never be confused with
reconciliation (Freedman et al., 2005). Reconciliation means to restore a
relationship by getting back together. Understanding the distinction between these
two concepts is particularly important in the case of intimate partner violence. A
survivor may forgive her partner, by releasing her anger and resentment and

hoping that her partner will cease abusive behaviors, while maintaining a safe
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physical distance. A woman who forgives is by no means obligated or encouraged
to return to an unsafe environment/relationship. While forgiveness only requires
action by the victim, “true reconciliation” requires victim and offender
participation (Enright & the Human Development Study Group). While the role of
the victim is to forgive, the offender must change his or her harmful behaviors. In
the case of IPV, an offender must stop emotional, physical, and sexual abuse
before true reconciliation is a safe and possible option. Until then, a victim may
choose to forgive from afar.
Forgiveness Therapy

Forgiveness therapy is a counseling approach in which the therapeutic
goal is for the victim to consciously work toward forgiving her offender. A
common forgiveness model is Enright’s, which includes 20 stages spread across
four phases. Although the model appears linear, it is fluid, flexible, and
incorporates the cyclical nature of injury and forgiveness processing. Because of
the process’ predictable yet fluid nature, it is difficult to predict how long it will
take for a victim to complete her forgiveness goal (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000).
Also, although this approach’s ultimate goal is for the victim to forgive, the client
can at any time decide for herself that forgiveness is not a desirable or appropriate
option. Forgiveness is a choice and should never be pushed on her.

Enright’s Forgiveness Model

The primary goal of the first phase (uncovering phase) is to aid the victim

in exploring and gaining awareness as to how the hurtful act and her reaction to

the offense has affected her life (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000). The uncovering
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phase consists of eight subunits covering common, although not universal to

every situation involving forgiveness, elements worthy of clinical attention. The
first unit involves identifying the various defense mechanisms the victim utilizes
to protect herself. Common defenses include denial, such as denying the depth of
the hurt imposed; repression of hurtful memories; and displacement, characterized
by expressing one’s feelings toward an unintended or innocent recipient.

Although these defenses may have been helpful immediately following the injury,
it is important for the victim to retire her defenses in order to see the hurtful act
for what it is and how it has impacted her (Enright, 1996). The second and third
units focus specifically on acknowledging and appropriately releasing the client’s
anger and shame. Not all victims experience shame; however, those who do may
report feeling humiliated or embarrassed by their injurer or situation (Enright,

2000).

The fourth and fifth units of the uncovering phase include discussing the
victim’s energy level and how her negative emotions and fixation (cognitive
rehearsal) on the injury is emotionally and physically taxing (Enright, 2000).
Ultimately, the goal of these units is for the victim to understand how much of her
energy is focused on her past hurt. For instance, an IPV survivor may have left an
abusive relationship ten years ago; however, she may devote most of her energy
toward ruminating over her ex-partner, which may negatively affect her present

living conditions, such as her work performance or ability to function in a healthy,
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