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Self-forgiveness is a process in which emotions, thoughts, and behaviours towards oneself are  
changed from negative to neutral or positive. In this study, we examined affectivity and emotional 
control (of anger, depression, anxiety) as emotional factors promoting or discouraging self-forgiveness. 
We examined self-forgiveness among Polish adults (N = 380, Mage = 36.26). Respondents completed 
the Polish version of the Positive Affect Negative Affect Scale, the Courtauld Emotional Control Scale 
(CECS), and the self-forgiveness subscale of Touissant’s Forgiveness Scale. In our cross-sectional 
study, we tested the moderating role of emotional control in the relationship between affectivity and 
self-forgiveness. Our results showed that positive affect was positively correlated with self-forgiveness, 
whereas negative affect was inversely correlated with self-forgiveness. Additionally, emotional control 
(anger, depression) was negatively correlated with self-forgiveness. Finally, total control of emotions 
and control of anger were found to be buffers between negative affect and self-forgiveness, the effect 
of negative affect on self-forgiveness being weaker among individuals who were more anger-controlling. 
The obtained results are a prelude to further research into the relationship between affectivity and 
self-forgiveness.
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Researchers defining self-forgiveness emphasize that true self-forgiveness can 
take place when the offender acknowledges the wrongdoing and accepts responsi-
bility for it (Hall & Fincham, 2005). However, they focus on various aspects, such 
as motivation to change (Hall & Fincham, 2005), emotion-focused coping involving 
reducing negative and increasing positive motivations, behaviours, thoughts, and 
emotions regarding oneself (Davis et al., 2015), acts of generosity and kindness 
towards oneself (Wohl et al., 2008), or release of self-blame and negative affect in 
relation to past wrongdoings, mistakes, or regrets (Toussaint et al., 2001). 

Previous studies have shown various predictors of self-forgiveness: situational, 
such as responsibility (Pierro et al., 2021), cognitive, such as rumination (Ascioglu 
Onal & Yalcin, 2017), personality-related, such as the five-factor model (Pierro  
et al., 2021), and emotional or affectivity (Mróz & Sornat, 2022). All factors appear 
to be significant for self-forgiveness, as they have an enhancing or suppressing ef-
fect. In our study, we focused on emotional determinants of self-forgiveness referring 
to factors promoting or discouraging self-forgiveness proposed by Toussaint et al. 
(2001). In our study, the variables were used as traits.

The affectivity (positive affect PA and negative affect NA) and emotion regula-
tion skills are important for establishing coping styles in different situations. Since 
individuals very often regulate their emotional responses following a wrongdoing, 
the presented study included emotion regulation skills applied in self-forgiveness 
contexts (i.e., McCullough et al., 2007; Witvliet et al., 2011). Previous studies have 
shown that individuals displaying high levels of anxiety, depression (Thompson  
et al., 2005), guilt (Mróz & Sornat, 2022), or shame (Mróz & Sornat, 2022) were less 
likely to forgive themselves. We analyzed response-focused regulation (as opposed 
to antecedent-focused regulation) (Gross, 1988). 

Emotional control is understood as a tendency to inhibit and bottle up emo-
tional states (Gross 1998). Emotional suppression reduces a person’s capacity for 
emotional flexibility and favours rigid patterns of emotional behaviour (Brans  
et al., 2013), undermining social functioning and relationship quality (Bahl & 
Ouimet, 2022). However, researchers have suggested that emotional suppression 
may be beneficial in some circumstances (Witvliet et al., 2011), as it restrains ag-
gressive behaviours (Gross, 1998). In addition, Bonanno et al. (2004) showed that 
the ability to suppress emotions may be adaptive in conjunction with the context 
and it may enhance emotional expression. Furthermore, experimental studies have 
indicated that emotional suppression is beneficial as it reduces negative emotions—
provided that people have experienced negative emotions (Dalgleish et al., 2009). 
Gross’ model (1998), though, suggests that emotional suppression may reduce the 
subjective experience of emotions. Suppression, as an emotion regulation strategy, 
has been shown to reduce negative feelings associated with an offence (Witvliet  
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et al., 2011). Thus, emotional suppression might, seemingly, promote self-forgive-
ness by reducing negative emotions. 

In light of the current research on affectivity and self-forgiveness, we put for-
ward a hypothesis that PA (tendency) is positively correlated with self-forgiveness 
(trait), whereas NA (tendency) is negatively correlated with self-forgiveness (trait) 
(H1).

Further, given the aforementioned considerations, we put forward another 
hypothesis that controlling emotions (anger, anxiety, and depression) moderates 
the relationship between affectivity and self-forgiveness (H2). More specifically,  
NA is expected to be less inversely correlated with self-forgiveness among indi-
viduals controlling their emotions effectively. In contrast, NA is expected to be 
significantly more negatively correlated with self-forgiveness among individuals 
with poor control of emotions. In the case of PA, it is expected to be more positively 
related to self-forgiveness among individuals with poor control of emotions (general, 
anger, anxiety, and depression).

METHOD

Participants

Data were collected from 395 respondents, 14 of whom were excluded as they 
failed to provide complete sets. Consequently, the analysed sample comprised 381 
respondents (274 female, 104 male, 3 unreported) with a mean age of 36.26 years 
(SD = 11.84, range 20–67). All respondents were Polish. University students were 
asked to recruit a number of adults. The respondents were invited to participate in 
the study for free. They were to do paper-and-pencil questionnaires, answer all the 
questions in private, and return the completed questionnaires. The participants com-
pleted the Polish versions of the measures as anonymous self-report questionnaires.

Measures

Self-forgiveness was measured with the Polish version of the forgiveness scale 
proposed by Toussaint et al. (2001). The items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale. The 
higher the score, the higher the level of the tendency to forgive oneself. Cronbach’s 
alpha for Self-Forgiveness in the Polish adaptation was .65.
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Affectivity was measured using the Polish version of PANAS (Brzozowski, 
2010). The scale consists of 30 items, with 15 items for positive affectivity (PA) 
(from 15 to 75 points) and 15 items for negative affectivity (NA) (from 15 to 75 
points). The respondents were asked to rate the degree to which they usually expe-
rience each emotion on a 5-point scale. The higher the score, the higher the level of 
particular affectivity. Cronbach’s alpha for PANAS/SUPIN ranged from .73 to .95.

Control of emotions was measured using the Polish version of the Courtauld 
Emotional Control Scale (CECS) (Juczyński, 2009). This scale measures how much 
a person expresses or suppresses anger, depression, and anxiety with 7 items for each 
emotion. Participants are presented with statements regarding certain behaviours 
pertaining to emotional suppression, and they have to rate on a 4-point scale how 
often they behave in a particular way. The total emotional control index is established 
by summing up the results of the three subscales. The higher the result, the more 
enhanced the suppression of negative emotions. Reliability of the Polish version 
(Cronbach’s alpha) ranged from .78 to .87.

RESULTS

All correlations between the examined variables are presented in Table 1. 
Self-forgiveness was found to be significantly and positively correlated with PA, 
and negatively with NA, control of anger, depression, and the general score. More-
over, depression control was negatively correlated with PA, whereas anger control 
and depression control were positively correlated with NA.

Table 1 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations of All Variables (N = 395)

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Positive affect 49.61 9.16 –

2 Negative affect 31.84 10.65 –.31** –

3 Control of emo-
tions

50.20 9.82 –.09** .08** –

4 Control of anger 15.39 4.42 –.10** .11** .81** –

5 Control of depres-
sion

16.93 3.80 –.18** .16** .80** .50** –

6 Control of anxiety 17.88 4.19 .04** –.06** .77** .39** .43** –

7 Self-Forgiveness 3.02 .90 .33** –.32** –.22** –.17** –.27** –.09 –

*p < .05, **p < .01.
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Table 2 
Regression Analysis for Control of Emotions as a Moderator Between Negative Affect and  
Self-Forgiveness

Step 1 B SE b t ΔR2 F Low CI High CI

Negative affect –.272 .041 –.302 –6.302 .134 (378, 2) 
30.321 –.358 –.195

Control of emo-
tions –.174 .047 –.193 –4.031 –.267 –.082

Step 2

Negative affect –.293 .041 –.325 –6.682 .144 (377, 3) 
22.258 –.379 –.215

Control of emo-
tions –.178 .046 –.197 –4.136 –.270 –.089

Negative affect 
× Control of 
emotions

.088 .036 .113 2.328 .018 .162

To examine the hypothesized moderating role of controlling emotions between 
affectivity and forgiveness of self, hierarchical regression analyses were conducted. 
First, we standardized the predictors and moderators to check for possible multi-
collinearity among these variables. The interaction condition (e.g., NA × control of 
anger) was created by multiplying the predictors (i.e., PA and NA) and the moder-
ators (i.e., control of emotions, anger, depression, anxiety). 

In step 1, the predictor and moderator were included and they were significant 
in predicting self-forgiveness, but only NA served as a predictor; PA and control of 
emotions proved to be non-significant. In step 2, interaction conditions were added 
to the regression analysis and accounted for self-forgiveness in various ways. We 
did so using a modification of the SPSS procedure to handle dichotomous outcomes 
(PROCESS; Hayes, 2012), and using 5,000 bootstrap estimates for the construction 
of 95% bias-corrected CIs for the conditional indirect effects.

Specifically, the interaction conditions of NA × control of emotions (p < .02) 
were significant in the second step (see Table 2). The model exhibited a good fit 
(F[377,3] = 22.258), enhancing this interaction by 1.2% of the variance in account-
ing for self-forgiveness. To further understand the nature of this moderation, con-
ditional effects (“simple slopes”) of NA on self-forgiveness were estimated using 
the “pick-a-point” approach with the sample mean, plus and minus one standard 
deviation from the mean representing “moderate”, “high”, and “low” control of 
emotions. NA was significantly and negatively correlated with self-forgiveness at 
all three points, with the effect approaching zero as emotional control increased 
(conditional effects were –.036, –.028, –.019 at low, moderate, and high emotional 
control, respectively). 
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Table 3
Regression Analysis for Control of Anger as a Moderator Between Negative Affect and Self-Forgiveness

Step 1 B SE b t ΔR2 F Low CI High CI

Negative affect –.274 .044 –.304 –6.260 .114 (378, 2) 
25.514 –.033 –.018

Control of anger –.121 .044 –.134 –2.758 –.049 –.005

Step 2

Negative affect –.301 .044 –.334 –6.762 .129 (377, 3) 
19.791 –.036 –.020

Control of anger –.135 .044 –.150 –3.098 –.052 –.009

Negative affect × 
Control of anger .104 .038 .136 2.733 .029 .174

An analogous analysis was conducted for anger, depression, and anxiety con-
trol. However, this analysis revealed that the effect of NA on self-forgiveness was 
dependent only on the control of anger (see Table 3). The model exhibited a good fit 
(F[377,3] = 19.791) enhancing the interaction by 1.6% of the variance in account-
ing for self-forgiveness. Negative affect was significantly (p < .001) and inversely 
correlated with self-forgiveness at all three points, with the effect approaching zero 
as the control of anger increased (conditional effects were –.038, –.028, –.019 at 
low, moderate, and high control of anger). The moderation analysis shows that the 
effect of NA on self-forgiveness was weaker among individuals who were more 
anger-controlling. 

DISCUSSION

The aim of our study was to examine any possible relationships between affec-
tivity, self-forgiveness, and control of emotions. We expected that higher emotional 
control will diminish the link between negative affect and self-forgiveness, but 
enhance the link between positive affect and self-forgiveness. 

The results supported the first hypothesis that PA is positively correlated whereas 
NA is negatively correlated with self-forgiveness. Thus, when people experience 
more positive emotions, they are more self-forgiving, whereas when they experience 
more negative emotions, they are less forgiving towards themselves. These outcomes 
are partially supported by a hedonic path to self-forgiveness (Woodyatt et al., 2017), 
where increasing PA and reducing NA lead to self-forgiveness. Furthermore, previ-
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ous studies confirm our finding that positive emotions favour a tendency to forgive 
oneself, and negative emotions impair self-forgiveness (Wohl et al., 2008).

Furthermore, the relationship between affectivity and self-forgiveness may be 
assessed from the pseudo-self-forgiving perspective (Woodyatt & Wenzel, 2013). 
Self-forgiveness is a demanding process involving considerable time and effort 
(Pierro et al., 2021), as people, after they do something wrong, activate defence 
mechanisms to reduce the cognitive dissonance and protect themselves against 
negative self-perception and the feeling of failure. Consequently, experiencing pos-
itive emotions and minimizing negative emotions lead to (pseudo)self-forgiveness 
(Woodyatt & Wenzel, 2013). 

Our results only partially support the second hypothesis that control of emotions 
is a moderator between affectivity and self-forgiveness. Our findings suggested that 
emotional control serves as a buffer between negative emotions and self-forgive-
ness. Although emotional control (especially control of anger) does not encourage 
self-forgiveness, we found an indirect effect of NA through self-forgiveness that 
was weaker in people with high to moderate control of emotions and control of 
anger. In individuals with low to moderate emotional (anger) control, NA appeared 
to reduce self-forgiveness to a greater extent than it did for people who controlled 
their emotions more effectively. In other words, when individuals tend to experience 
NA, they are less likely to forgive themselves. However, if these individuals can 
control their negative emotions, especially anger, NA also entails unforgiveness of 
self, however, the power of this relationship is reduced. 

The obtained results are consistent with the model proposed by Gross (1998) 
who claimed that suppressing emotions may reduce the outward expression of emo-
tions and possibly the subjective experience of emotions. Additionally, Gross (1998) 
indicated that it does not favour a long-term reduction of emotions or physiological 
arousal. Also, the results of the current study converge with those of Bonanno et al. 
(2004), who indicated that the ability to enhance or suppress expressing emotions in 
a flexible manner contributes to reduced distress. Moreover, suppression of emotions 
did not influence the subjective experience of emotions but it attenuated the overt 
expression of emotions and reduced the memory of the emotional stimuli among 
students in NYC in the aftermath of 9/11 (2001). 

As regards anger control, literature suggests that expressing anger is the best way 
to deal with this emotion (Germain & Kangas, 2015), at the same time indicating 
that anger evokes the urge for revenge and diminishes the desire to forgive (Fitzgib-
bons, 1986). Therefore, suppression of anger appears to encourage self-forgiveness 
more than expression of anger; however, as our results suggest, only when people 
experience negative emotions (see Dalgleish et al., 2009). 
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What is more, our results showed that only general emotional control and anger 
control are buffers between NA and self-forgiveness. The moderating/buffering role 
was reported neither for depression nor anxiety control. One possible interpretation 
of this result is that anger is associated with revenge, and anxiety with avoidance 
(McCullough et al., 2007). Thus, attenuation of negative emotions through anger 
control may aggravate the vengeful attitude toward oneself. However, avoidance of 
oneself seems impossible, just like denial or rationalisation. Moreover, anger con-
trol, as a self-control process, protects one against vengeful behaviours. People with 
high control of anger have more resources for the cognitive reappraisal processes 
required to increase negative affect (Pond et al., 2012), and consequently decreasing 
self-forgiveness.

With regard to PA and control of emotions, we found the results surprising. 
Control of emotions is neither a moderator nor a buffer between positive affect 
and self-forgiveness. One possible explanation of this outcome is that PA fails to 
employ extra mental resources (just like low NA) and emotions are controlled in an 
appropriate manner. Secondly, PA is enough to raise self-forgiveness, and control 
of negative emotions is not necessary. 

LIMITATIONS

Our study has some limitations. First, we focused on self-forgiveness only 
as a trait-like characteristic, instead of measuring event-specific self-forgiveness. 
In addition, the self-forgiveness survey tool used here has weak psychometric  
value. Future studies should explore episodic self-forgiveness including different 
types of wrongdoing or different individuals who suffered from the act. Since our  
extra calculations suggested that with age, the moderating role of emotional control  
becomes stronger, age and gender differences in forgiveness should also be con- 
sidered (Toussaint et al., 2001). Another limitation of our study is that the majority of 
participants were female. Our study is also limited by the self-report methodology; 
an experimental study could shed more light on the relationship between emotions, 
their regulation and self-forgiveness. Moreover, this study assumes that the origin 
of affectivity and emotional control affects forgiveness of oneself. However, greater 
self-forgiveness modifies affectivity and is connected to increased positive affect and 
decreased negative affect. Therefore, the level of positive affect may increase with 
self-forgiveness, and the level of negative affect may decrease with self-forgiveness, 
which suggests a reciprocal relationship. This will need to be studied in greater de-
tail in the future. Longitudinal studies, which could expand the structural models, 
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should be considered. Last but not least, we have used only one emotion-regulation 
strategy—control of emotions. Emotion regulation addresses increasing and de-
creasing both positive and negative emotions (Gross, 1998), therefore future studies 
should consider other emotion regulation strategies both positive, such as cogni-
tive reappraisal, and negative, such as rumination or catastrophizing. Furthermore,  
a limitation of the study is the low reliability of the Self-Forgiveness scale. In future 
studies, it is worth including other tools to assess this variable.

Despite these concerns, this study is valuable as it suggests mechanisms of 
self-forgiveness through identification of emotional correlates. The results obtained 
here can be a prelude to further deepening the knowledge related to emotion regula-
tion and self-forgiveness. Undoubtedly, experimental and longitudinal studies will 
ensure a deeper understanding of these relationships.
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