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The aim of the dissertation, definition of the subject 

 

 The aim of the dissertation was the investigation of the predictors of interpersonal 

forgiveness; specifically we focused on compensation. Forgiveness is a complex interpersonal 

prosocial coping mechanism (Witvliet et al., 2008), with important emotional, cognitive and 

behavioral aspects. Forgiveness reduces the distress and negative feelings, thoughts and 

motives after a transgression (Fincham, 2009, Worthington & Scherer, 2004), and, if the 

relationship of the involved parties allow it (Worthington, 2005), forgiveness facilitates 

positive feelings, thoughts and motives. These positives could manifest in prosocial behaviors 

and they could help to maintain the relationship. 

Forgiveness has many positive effects. According to Worthington and Scherer (2004) 

people experience an unpleasant, stressful state after a transgression, but this can be reduced 

by forgiveness, which affects the health of the injured party. Lawler et al. (2005) showed that 

the forgiveness of a transgression is associated with various measures of health: physical 

symptoms, medications used, sleep quality, fatigue, and somatic complaints. According to 

their proposed model, forgiveness reduces negative feelings (like anger depression) and stress, 

and through these effects forgiveness causes positive changes. Karremans, Van Lange, 

Ouwerkerk and Kluwer (2003) showed that forgiveness not only promotes physiological 

health, but mental health as well.  

Besides mental and physiological health, forgiveness could have favorable effects on 

interpersonal level. Forgiving a transgression improved cooperation and willingness to 

sacrifice, however lack of forgiveness resulted in fewer pro-relationship behaviors 

(Karremans & Van Lange, 2004). According to Karremans, Van Lange and Holland (2005) 

forgiveness could even facilitate the prosocial behaviors of the offended party beyond the 

relationship with the offender.  

 Many factors could influence forgiving. These factors could be situational or 

dispositional (Fehr, Gelfand & Nag, 2010). Situational factors include apology, harm severity 

or the relationship between the involved parties, while dispositional factors include 

personality traits like dispositional forgiveness or agreeableness.  

 Our aim was to study the effects of compensation on forgiveness. Compensation is a 

situational predictor of forgiveness, and its purpose is to ease the negative consequences of 

the transgression. It is not clear, how compensation influences forgiveness (Fischbacher & 



Utikal, 2013). Several studies show that compensation payments can increase forgiveness 

(e.g. Bottom, Gibson, Daniels & Murninghan, 2002), however, other studies show that 

compensation has no significant effect on forgiveness. It is even possible, that compensation 

draw the offended party’s attention to the transgression which was not detected before, just 

like apology did in a study by Risen and Gilovich (2007). We examined the effects of 

compensation on forgiveness in three studies, with different methods.  

 

Study I.  

In our first study we examined the effects of compensation on forgiveness after a mild 

transgression in a distant relationship, depending on the extent of the compensation, and who 

(the institution or the transgressor) made the decision about it. In this study we collected data 

using questionnaires and laboratory experiments. The situation we used in this study is 

parallel to those mild workplace transgressions that could have serious destructive effects if 

they escalate.  

According to our first hypothesis, in the case of a multi-component transgression a 

multi-component (or full) compensation is more effective than a one-component (or partial) 

compensation, which is more effective than the absence of compensation (H1). We 

formulated this hypothesis based on the studies which investigated the connection between 

compensation and forgiveness (Bottom et al., 2002; Scher & Darley, 1997; Schmitt et al., 

2004). 

Our second hypothesis regards the agent (transgressor or institution) who decides on 

compensation: We assume that it promotes forgiveness more, if the transgressor is the 

decision maker (H2). We based this expectation upon those studies which showed that 

compensation from the transgressor is superior in promoting forgiveness (Desmet et al., 2010; 

Ristovski & Wertheim, 2005). However, we expect this effect to be stronger in the case of 

presence of compensation compared to the case of absence of compensation (H3).  

 

Methods 

In our first study we used two different data collecting methods. First, we conducted a 

scenario-based questionnaire study. Second, we realized the situation in the first study in 

laboratory environment. In the questionnaire study the sample consisted of 323 participants, 

229 women and 92 men (2 participants did not respond to the question regarding the gender). 

The age of the participants ranged between 19 and 35 years, 22.38 on average. In the 

laboratory study the sample consisted of 117 participants (61 women and 56 men) who 



applied for the experiment through a student work organization.  The age of the participants 

ranged between 17 and 28 years, 21.6 on average. The participants all got a fixed amount of 

1200 Ft, and some of them got some compensatory money as the part of the procedure (470 Ft 

on average). 

 The situation was the following: the participants had the opportunity to join a game 

where they could win some money, but in the last minute a randomly selected team leader 

decided that they will be excluded from the game. After this either this team leader or the 

rules of the game decides what kind of compensation will the participants receive (full 

compensation – partial compensation – no compensation). We measured their emotional state, 

then their level of forgiveness. We measured forgiveness by a modified version of the 

„Forgiveness Scale”, invented and validated by Rye and his colleagues (2001).  This scale has 

two factors:   Absence of Negative and Presence of Positive. These factors measure the 

absence of negative, and the presence of positive feelings, thoughts and behavioral tendencies. 

After the participants replied the Forgiveness Scale they took part in a dictator game: they got 

a sum of money to decide on how to share it with another participant who was eventually the 

former „leader”.  

 

Results 

According to our first hypothesis, in the case of a multi-component transgression a 

multi-component (or full) compensation is more effective than a one-component (or partial) 

compensation, which is more effective than the absence of compensation. Results showed that 

compensation had a significant effect on the Absence of Negative factor (FCOMPENSATION[2, 

419] = 6.524; p = 0.002). The level of forgiveness was the lowest when the participants 

received no compensation (M = 4.04; SD = 1.41), but in the case of partial (M = 4.21; SD = 

1.20) or full compensation (M = 4.23; SD = 1.33) the level of forgiveness does not differ 

significantly. 

 Our second hypothesis regards the agent (transgressor or institution) who decides on 

compensation: We assume that it promotes forgiveness more, if the transgressor is the 

decision maker, we expect this effect to be stronger in the case of presence of compensation 

compared to the case of absence of compensation. In respect of the second hypothesis we 

report a main effect of the identity of decision maker (FDECISION MAKER [1,419] = 6.01; p = 

0.015), however institutionally ordered compensation alleviated negative feelings towards the 

violator more efficiently (M = 4.29; SD = 1.09), than the one decided personally by the 

violator (M = 4.02; SD = 1.08). We observed this effect in the case of the Absence of 



Negative factor as well. (FDECISION MAKER[1,419] = 5.554; p = 0.02). Institutionally ordered 

compensation resulted in higher level of forgiveness (M = 5.52; SD = 1.30), than 

compensation ordered by the violator (M = 5.23; SD = 1.29). The decision maker had a 

marginally significant effect on the Presence of Positive factor as well (FDECISION 

MAKER[1,419] = 3.013; p = 0.083). Positives were present more when compensation was 

ordered by the rules (M = 5.23; SD = 1.30), than when it was ordered by the team leader (M = 

5.09; SD = 1.29). 

 

Study II. 

In our second questionnaire study besides compensation, we took into account the 

effects of the relationship between the involved parties. Our main question was whether the 

relationship closeness influences the effects of compensation. In other words, does 

compensation work better in a closer or a more distant relationship? Furthermore, we 

examined the effects of the need for mentalisation, as a personality trait on forgiveness.  

 We hypothesized that compensation facilitates forgiveness (H1). According to our 

second hypothesis, relationship closeness plays an important role; in a close relationship, it is 

easier to forgive (H2). Our third hypothesis is that the need for mentalisation correlates 

positively with situational forgiveness (H3). 

 

 

Methods 

102 participants filled out our questionnaire for our second study, 80 women and 22 

men. The age of the participants ranged between 17 and 56, with 24.11 on average. 

Participants read one of four possible scenarios, in which we manipulated the closeness of the 

relationship (close and distant) and the presence or absence of compensation.  

For the measurement of the need for mentalisation we used the Need for Mentalisation 

Scale by Ágnes Bernáth and Judit Kovács (2013). This scale consists of 15 items and 3 

factors: a need for reading others’ mental states; a need for untroubled interactions and an 

attitude towards reading others.   

For the measurement of situational forgiveness we used the modified version of the 

Forgiveness Scale by Rye et al (2001), and we run the analyses on its factors separately. 

 

 

 



Results 

 Our first hypothesis was that compensation facilitates forgiveness. The analysis 

showed that compensation resulted in fewer negatives (FCOMPENSATION[1,94] = 5.405; p = 0.022, 

i.e. the scores on the Absence of Negative were higher: M = 6.11; SD = 0.66), then when 

there were no compensation (M = 5.12; SD =1.11). We found the same effect in the case of 

the Presence of Positive factor as well (FCOMPENSATION[1,94] = 4.713; p = 0.032), the lack of 

compensation resulted lower scores on this factor (M = 4.25; SD = 1.03), than the presence of 

compensation (M = 5.28; SD = 0.92). 

 According to our second hypothesis forgiveness is more likely in a close than in a 

distant relationship. This hypothesis was only partially supported.  We found a marginally 

significant interactive effect of compensation and relationship closeness on the Absence of 

Negative factor (FCOMPENSATION X CLOSENESS[1,94] = 3.670; p = 0.058). In a close relationship the 

lack of compensation did not resulted in lesser forgiveness. Relationship closeness had a 

marginally significant effect on Presence of Positive as well, (FCLOSENESS[1,94] = 3.559; p = 

0.062), in a close relationship positives are on a higher level (M = 4.88; SD = 1.07), then in a 

distant relationship (M = 4.64; SD = 1.11). 

 We expected a similar effect from the need for mentalisation. This hypothesis was 

only partially supported. The need for mentalisation and compensation had a marginally 

significant interactive effect on the Absence of Negative (FCOMPENSATION X MENTALISATION[1,94] = 

2.805; p = 0.097). The higher need for mentalisation reduced the negatives when 

compensation was not present.  The need for mentalisation had a main effect on the Presence 

of Positive (FMENTALISATION [1,94] = 6.802; p = 0.011), a higher need for mentalisation resulted 

in higher level of positive thoughts and feelings. 

 

 

Study III. 

In our third study we examined the effects of compensation in a case of a severe 

transgression. In this study we asked the participants to recall a transgression. Our main goal 

was to examine how does compensation influence forgiveness and the relationship after a 

serious harm. We wanted to explore how is compensation linked to other, situational 

predictors of forgiveness. We used structural equation modeling for that purpose. 

Our first question was whether there is a difference between the effects of 

compensation and apology on forgiveness, because these two behaviors differ on a conceptual 

level, and experimental studies suggest that a difference is possible (De Cremer, 2010; 



Haesevoets, Folmer, De Cremer & Van Hiel, 2013). We expect that apology facilitates 

positive emotions, thoughts and motives, while compensation reduces the negatives. 

We expect the relationship closeness to influence apology, compensation, forgiveness 

and relationship closeness after the transgression. Furthermore, it influences the perceived 

severity of the transgression. 

According to Struthers, Eaton, Santelli, Uchiyama and Shirvani (2008), the perceived 

intentionality of the harm negatively correlates with apology and compensation. We expected 

intentionality to inhibit forgiveness, and it is associated with a decrease in relationship 

closeness after the transgression. 

It is hard to forgive a transgression which has serious negative consequences 

(Fincham, Jackson & Beach 2005, Fehr et al., 2010). Accordingly, we expect a negative 

correlation between harm severity and forgiveness. 

 

Methods 

 We asked the participants to recall and write down a transgression as accurately as 

they can. Specifically, we asked them to write a transgression which was very hard to forgive 

when it happened. This was important, because if we would not make this condition, it is 

probable that no transgression that has been written would be forgiven. Then the participants 

responded to questions regarding their gender, age, and the time when the transgression 

happened. After this we measured various possible predictors of forgiveness and the 

participants current relationship to the transgressor. We analysed the relationship between 

these predictors with structural equation modeling (SEM). 

The sample consisted of 111 participants, 83 women and 27 men, one participant did 

not respond to the question regarding the gender. The age of the participants ranged between 

18 and 51 years, 28.01 years on average. 

 We measured relationship closeness before and after the transgression, for that we 

used a modified version of the Subjective Closeness Index by Berschied, Snyder and Omoto 

(1989).  We also measured intentionality, the negative consequences of the transgression, 

apology, and compensation. We used the Forgiveness Scale by Rye et al. (2001) to measure 

forgiveness.  

 

 

 

 



Results 

 The fit indices of our final model showed a good fit (χ2/df = 1.012, CFI = 1.000, TLI = 

0.999, RMSEA = 0.010, SRMR = 0.030). The starting point of our model is the relationship 

closeness before the transgression, which has a significant effect on all the other predictor 

variables (p < 0.01). It influences harm severity, apology, compensation, forgiveness and the 

relationship closeness after the transgression.  

 We found and important difference between the effect of apology and compensation 

Apology only affected the relationship closeness after the transgression (p < 0.01), however it 

did not had any effect on forgiveness. In contrast, compensation only affected the two factors 

of forgiveness (p < 0.01), but did not affect directly the relationship closeness after the 

transgression.  

 The Absence of Negative factor did not show any connection with the relationship 

closeness after the transgression, but the Presence of Positive did.  

 

 

 

Figure 1. The effects of apology and compensation on forgiveness  

Note: APO = apology, COM = compensation, AN = absence of negative, PP = presence of positive, RCAT 

= relationship closeness after the transgression 

 

 

Summary 

 The goal of the dissertation was to examine the effect of compensation as a restorative 

strategy. In our first study we examined how can compensation facilitate forgiveness after a 



not too severe transgression, in a distant relationship. Our second study was scenario-based as 

well, and we manipulated the relationship closeness. In our third study we asked the 

participants to recall a transgression that was not easy to forgive. Our results show that 

compensation plays an important role in forgiveness and relationship maintenance.  

 Our results showed that compensation could play an important role in forgiving a 

transgression. Our studies showed that the decision maker could influence the effectiveness of 

the compensation. Specifically, institutional settlement of a minor negative affair resulted in 

more forgiving than personal settlement, at least in a case when the relationship is not close 

and the transgression is mild. In a close relationship the absence of compensation can be 

tolerated, but compensation could facilitate forgiveness in a close relationship as well. 

However, compensation cannot replace apology in restoring the relationship, both have their 

unique role. 

 These results could be important in dealing with everyday harmful situations. For 

example, it can have positive effects, if there are preliminary plans for compensating the 

offended party in an organization, because it can inhibit a conflict from becoming escalated. 

However, compensation in itself is not enough when the involved parties are close, but with 

an appropriate apology it can restore the relationship. 
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