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Abstract

Background: Intrapersonal resources are significant preditors of human flourishing. The study examined the mediating role
of self-esteem between the relationship of self-forgiveness and human flourishing.

Methods: A correlation research design was used. Two hundred and fourteen participants (MAge = 22.07(1.80)) comprising
100 males (MAge = 22.15(1.61)) and 114 females (MAge = 22.00(1.95)) were chosen as the participants by a convenience
sampling. Self-esteem, self-forgiveness and human flourishing were measured with standardized tools.

Results: The results showed significant interdependence among self-esteem, self-forgiveness and human flourishing as evident
in their positive correlations. Self-esteem and self-forgiveness accounted for significant variability in human flourishing. These
results are prerequisite condition to further carry out mediation analysis that showed self-esteem to emerge as a significant
partial mediator between the relationships between self-forgiveness and human flourishing.

Conclusions: Self-esteem represents self-worth and personal values that are essential ingredients to prepare a person to
forgive himself/herself that, in turn, may cultivate positive affect and cognition leading one to achieve flourishing. Self-esteem
helps to understand transgressing situations and the exact role of the various stakeholders. These positive attributions may
have facilitated self-forgiveness and finally flourishing. It was evident that both self-esteem and self-forgiveness are relevant
to understand human flourishing and the impacts of self-forgiveness are mediated by self-esteem. In essence, intrapersonal
resources carry significance to enhance human flourishing. The findings represent a significant contribution to understanding
the relationships among self-esteem, self-forgiveness and human flourishing.
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Introduction

Forgiveness has been encouraged for thousands of years by major world religions. Social scientists have only
recently begun to develop theoretical models and conducted studies on forgiveness (Toussaint et al., 2020).
Given that the scientific study of forgiveness is relatively new, it seems sensible for scientists to learn about
long-lasting scientific conceptualizations of forgiveness. Examination of scientific perspectives on forgiveness
can benefit researchers to shed light on the psychological process involved in forgiveness (Griffin et al., 2020).
Forgiveness is a positive human virtue that reflects lack of resentment and involves benevolence, compassion
and love towards a transgressor (Thompson et al., 2005; Worthington, 2001). Forgiveness helps achieve
the development and restoration of self and interpersonal relationships (McCullough, 2008), mental health
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(Webb & Toussaint, 2020; Worthington & Scherer, 2004) and physical health (Lawler et al., 2003; Toussaint
et al., 2020). Forgiveness interventions have been reported to be effective to benefit individuals facing inter-
personal and emotional problems and promote well-being (Baskin & Enright, 2004). The positive impacts of
forgiveness extend from intrapersonal, interpersonal and collective to organization all levels (Aquino et al.,
2006; Noor et al., 2008; Stone, 2002). Self-forgiveness, interpersonal forgiveness, collective forgiveness and
organizational forgiveness are the various forms of forgiveness that are regulated by dissimilar mechanisms
and processes and carry different implications of positive life outcomes of people (Stone, 2002; Toussaint &
Webb, 2005).

Self-forgiveness is one form of forgiveness which refers to a willingness to abandon self-resentment in the face
of one’s own acknowledged objective wrong while fostering compassion, generosity, and love toward oneself
(Enright, 1996). Moreover, it involves a set of motivational changes whereby one becomes decreasingly
motivated to avoid stimuli associated with the offense, decreasingly motivated to retaliate against the self, and
increasingly motivated to act benevolently toward the self (Hall & Fincham, 2005). Hall and Fincham (2005)
have proposed the first model of self-forgiveness that speculated the development of state self-forgiveness in
which one’s attributions and the severity of the transgression reported to contributing to the development
of state shame and guilt. Besides, guilt, conciliatory behaviours toward the victim or towards a higher
power, combined with perceived forgiveness from these sources, may impede or enhance self-forgiveness.
It has been reported that attributions, empathy, and shame were unrelated to self-forgiveness, and only
transgression severity, guilt, conciliatory behaviours, and perceived forgiveness influenced the development
of self-forgiveness beyond the effect of time (Hall & Fincham, 2008).

The self-forgiveness model of Hall and Fincham (2008) was criticized by Rangganadhan and Todorov (2010)
who argued that guilt positively affects self-forgiveness via prompting both other-oriented empathy and
conciliatory behaviour, while shame negatively affects self-forgiveness, both individually and by increasing
personal distress empathy, or the experience of self-oriented distress at the recognition of another’s discomfort.
McConnell et al. (2012) tested the original model of Hall and Fincham (2005) again and suggested an
alternative model that described the role of severity of the offense, guilt, conciliatory behaviour and perceived
forgiveness accounting the greatest variance in self-forgiveness. Thus, it is noticeable that the nature and
dynamics of self-forgiveness are very complicated as a multitude of antecedents and correlates have been
identified to regulate self-forgiveness. Many intrapersonal and interpersonal factors such as perceived severity
of transgression (Fincham et al., 2005); absence of apology (McCullough et al., 1998), the nature of the
relationship (McNulty, 2011), emotions (McCullough et al., 1998), cognitions (McCullough et al., 2007) and
personality attributes (Berry et al., 2005) are closely linked with self-forgiveness.

The above discussion shows that self-forgiveness is new to the psychological inquiry and its initial conceptu-
alization lends its genesis from interpersonal forgiveness. This gap was bridged with the efforts of Mudgal
and Tiwari (2017) who proposed a model of self-forgiveness deriving form an extensive and empirical study
of employing a mixed methods research design. According to this model, there are three components of self-
forgiveness that includes realization & reparation, guilt and attrition. The psychometric properties of the
scale derived from this study are appreciating. It is explicit that there has been a dearth of scientific studies
on self-forgiveness as compared to interpersonal forgiveness. The initial theorizing and empirical testing have
reported self-forgiveness interventions effective and encouraging. It is relevant to discuss that self-forgiveness
has recently attracted the attention of the researchers due to its proved effectiveness in clinical interventions
and development of psychometric measures (Scheier et al., 1994; Scherer et al., 2011).

Many correlates of self-forgiveness have been identified. Self-esteem is one important construct that has
shown its significant implications to understand self-forgiveness. The researchers have suggested that the
individuals who experience an attack on their self-esteem are less able to forgive. It is the self-esteem that
ascertains the level of threat due to any transgressions and thus, it may be relevant to for self-forgiveness
(Strelan & Zdaniuk, 2015). Recognizing the significant role of self-esteem in many indices of performance and
psychological processes, the researchers have suggested the need to test the process driving the relationship
between self-esteem and self-forgiveness (Strelan & Zdaniuk, 2015). The lower level of self-esteem encourages
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people to enter self-protection and develop avoidance that may affect self-forgiveness negatively. It has
been reported that excess self-protection due to low self-esteem may also result in decreased availability
of psychological resources to devote to forgiveness (Strelan & Zdaniuk, 2015). Transgression severity has
consistently been shown to be a barrier to forgiveness (Fincham et al., 2005). There is a strong need to
examine the positive and protecting self-processes to account for their impacts on forgiveness (Strelan &
Zdaniuk, 2015).

A perusal of previous studies showed that very little is known about the extent to which an individual’s
self-esteem affects forgiveness (Strelan & Zdaniuk, 2015). Some studies have been conducted employing trait
self-esteem with mixed findings. A meta-analytic review showed that there was a very weak relationship
between trait self-esteem and situation-specific forgiveness (Fehr et al., 2010) whereas some studies have
reported self-esteem to play a significant role in self-forgiveness (Strelan & Zdaniuk, 2015). It may be
argued that self-forgiveness and self-esteem may have a bi-directional relationship and may affect each other
depending on the situations. For example, the transgression situation in which the individuals commit
wrongdoing may also affect the self-esteem of individuals and may consequently impact their forgiveness.
With this backdrop of the arguments and facts, the present study attempted to understand the mediating
role of self-esteem in shaping the relationship between self-forgiveness and human flourishing (well-being).

Objectives

The following were the objectives of the study:

(1) To understand the nature of association among self-forgiveness, self-esteem and human flourishing.

(2) To estimate the variance accounted for by gender, age, self-forgiveness and self-esteem in accounting
variability in the scores of human flourishing measure.

(3) To understand the meditational role of self-esteem for the relationships self-esteem and human
flourishing.

Hypotheses

Based on the understanding of the previous studies, the following hypotheses have been formulated:

(4) There will be positive correlations among self-esteem, self-forgiveness and human flourishing.

(5) Gender, age, self-esteem and self-forgiveness will account for significant variance in the scores of
human flourishing.

(6) Self-esteem will positively mediate the relationship between self-forgiveness and human flourishing.

Methods and Procedure

Participants

A convenient sampling method was used to recruit the participants in the study. Data were collected from
300 students attending different Schools of Studies, such as Arts, Commerce, Science and Law [BLINDED
FOR REVIEW]. Initially, 300 participants with an equal number of males and females were recruited for
the study. After screening the outliers as per the suggestion of Donald (2016), the data of only 100 males
age ranging 21 years to 24 years (MeanAge = 22.15, SDAge = 1.61) and 114 females age spanning from 22
years to 24 years (MeanAge = 22.00, SDAge = 1.95) were used for the final statistical analysis. The males
and female did not differ in their mean age (t = .608, df = 212, p = .544).
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All the relevant demographic details relevant to the study were taken from the participants such as age, sex,
domicile, religion and education. Before distributing the set of questionnaires, the researchers explained the
instructions and debriefed about the basic objectives of the study. Majority of the participants belonged to
middle socioeconomic status. All the participants were fluent in Hindi and English languages although their
local dialect was Bundelkhandi. The religious affiliations of the participants were diverse. Majority of them
were Hindu (63.12%) while the rest were Muslim (17.89%), Jain (15.61%) and Christian (3.38%). The data
were collected in the classroom setting voluntarily with the due permission from the competent authority.

Psychometric Tools

All the scales employed in the present were first translated by three researchers from English to Hindi followed
by retranslation from Hindi to English according to the suggestions suggestion of the earlier researchers (Behr,
2017; Brislin, 1970). Besides, their face validity was established according to the basic constructs before the
final decision to use these tools was taken. The researchers had gone through the various constructs and
validated each item of the scales. The following psychometric tools were employed to collect data:

Self-esteem Scale

Self-Esteem Scale is a uni-dimensional scale having 10-items that measures global self-worth by measuring
both positive and negative feelings about the self (Rosenberg, 1965). The items seek an answer on a 4-point
Likert scale format ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. It has been reported that people high
in self-esteem show high attractiveness, better relationships and make better impressions on other people.
High self-esteem has also been shown to have a strong relation to happiness and well-being (Baumeister et
al., 2003; Pandey et al., 2019) and lowered depression (Baumeister et al., 2003).

Self-forgiveness Scale

The self-forgiveness scale was developed by Mudgal and Tiwari (2017) standardized on Indian population
adopting exploratory mixed methods design. It consisted of 30 items with seven-point scale (1-very strongly
disagree, 2-strongly disagree, 3-somewhat disagree, 4- neutral,5-somewhat agree, 6- strongly agree, 7-very
strongly agree). The scale purports to measure three dimensions of self -forgiveness: realization and repa-
ration, guilt and attribution with the help of 19 items, 6 items and 5 items, respectively. The reliability
was estimated by computing Cronbach’s alpha which were .90, .70, .62 and .77 for the first, second, third
components of self-forgiveness and overall scale, respectively. Its validity was estimated by computing cor-
relation among the scores of this scale and overall quality of life component of (World Health Organization,
1996) that was 0.261. The coefficients of Cronbach Alpha for the scores on realization and reparation, guilt,
attribution and overall self-forgiveness scale were estimated to be 0.927, 0.642, 0.600 and 0.858, respectively
(Pandey et al., 2020).

Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF)

Human flourishing was measured with the help of Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (Keyes, 2005). The
scale is based on the model of flourishing having theoretical origin from three sources: studies on emotional
well-being (Diener et al., 1999), studies on hedonic (subjective or emotional) well-being and eudaimonic
(psychological) well-being (Ryff, 1989) and studies on social well-being (Keyes, 1998). The scale consists
of 14-item. Each item is scored according to respondents’ experiences over the last month on a 6-point
Likert scale (‘never’, ‘once or twice’, ‘about once a week’, ‘2 or 3 times a week’, ‘almost every day’, or ‘every
day’). Three items represent emotional well-being, six items represent psychological well-being and five items
represent social well-being. It has been reported that internal consistency reliability for each of the three
sets of measures-emotional, psychological, and social well-being-in the MHC short and long forms have all
been > .80 (Keyes, 2005). The Cronbach Alpha for the scores of the participants of the present study on
hedonic, psychological, social and eudaimonic dimensions of well-being were estimated to be 0.817, 0.709,
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0.710 and 0.801, respectively. For the scores of the participants on the overall human flourishing measure,
the Cronbach Alpha was computed to be 0.848.

Procedure

The research proposal was put before the Ethics committee [BLINDED FOR REVIEW]. After its approval,
the scales to be employed in the study were prepared and the participants were consulted after due permission.
After getting written permission to participate in the study from each participant, the data collection was
started using small groups of 20 to 25 participants to enhance the reliability and consistency of the replies
of the participants. The researchers (second and third) read the written instructions first in an audible
manner before they were asked to put their responses for the items of the scales. In this manner, various
questionnaires were administered and the responses of the participants were collected.

Data Analysis

As the task of data collection was over, the scoring was done and the data were arranged according to the
need of the statistical methods used. The mean, standard deviations, coefficients of correlation, hierarchical
regression analysis and mediation analysis were computed adopting the criteria of 5000 bootstrap samples
with the help of SPSS 25v available in the Department of Psychology of University.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

The mean, standard deviation and coefficient of correlation and hierarchical regression were employed as
the preliminary analyses. The results exhibited that the male and female participants did not differ in their
mean scores on self-forgiveness and self-esteem. Conversely, the male participants (M = 12.49, SD = 2.10)
achieved significantly (t (212) = 2.84, p = .005) higher mean score on hedonic well-being as compared to
their female counterparts (M = 11.46, SD = 3.07) (Table 1).

Table 1. Coefficients of correlations among Gender, Age, Self-Forgiveness, Self-esteem and Human Flourish-
ing of the participants (N = 214)

Measures

Mean (SD)

Gender

Age

SF

SE

HF

Gender

1.53 (0.50)

1
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Age

22.07 (1.80)

-.042

1

SF

283.03 (25.79)

-.060

.046

1

SE

29.92 (4.04)

.119

.039

.234**

1

HF

77.15 (16.38)

-.266**

.207**

.315**

.218**

1

Note 1: HF = Human Flourishing, SE = Self-esteem, SF = Self-forgiveness.

Note 2:*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level, **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
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Positive correlations were observed among the scores of self-esteem and human flourishing (r = .218, p
= .000), between self-esteem and self-forgiveness (r = .234, p = .000)and between human flourishing and
self-forgiveness (r = .315, p = .000) (See Table 1).

The hierarchical regression was employed to partial out the relative contributions of gender, age, self-
forgiveness and self-esteem in accounting for variability in the scores of human flourishing measure of the
participants. The hierarchical regression analysis showed that the predicted value of human flourishing for
males was 8.453 units higher than for females and 1.790 units for change in per year age change. Similarly,
the value of R2 showed that 10.90% variations in the scores of human flourishing accounted for by combined
effects of gender and age in model 1 (R2 = .109, F (1, 211) = 12.96, p = .000). In model 2, it was explicit that
the predicted value of human flourishing increased by .292 units for each unit of self-forgiveness. Further,
self-esteem accounted for 19.40% variation in the scores of human flourishing of the participants (R2 = .194,
F (1, 210) = 22.06, p = .000). In Model 3, the predicted value of human flourishing increased by .185 units
for each unit of self-esteem that accounted for 22.60% variation in the scores of the human flourishing of
the participants (R2 = .226, F (1, 209) = 8.54, p = .004) (see Table 2). It is evident that age and gender
cumulatively accounted for 10.90 per cent variability in human flourishing and the addition of self-forgiveness
caused another 8.50 per cent change in the criterion measure. Lastly, the entering of self-esteem at level
three accounted for another 3.20 per cent variability in human flourishing (see Table 2). As self-forgiveness,
self-esteem and human flourishing yielded significant positive correlations, a need for understanding the
mediating role between the rest two was necessitated that has been presented in the ensuing section.

Table 2. Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Human Flourishing of the
participants (N = 214)

Predictors Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
B SE β

Gender -8.453 2.130 -.258
Age 1.790 .593 .196
SF
SE
R2 .109 .194 .226
[?]R2 .109 .085 .032
[?]F 12.96** 22.06** 8.54**

Note 1: All standardized regression coefficients (β) belong to final step of the analyses. df Model 1= (2,
211) and Model 2 = (3, 208), Model 3 (1, 207)

Note 2: HF = Human Flourishing, SE = Self-esteem, SF = Self-forgiveness.

Note 3:*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level, **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level.

Mediation Analysis

It has been suggested that mediation analysis is to be preferred when the basic aim of a study is to identify and
explore the mechanisms involved behind the relationship between predictors and outcome variables (Baron
& Kenny, 1986). A mediator analysis was performed to test the third hypothesis, by using Andrew Hayes’
PROCESS plug-in for SPSS version 25 (Field, 2013). To investigate the hypothesis that the relationship
between self-forgiveness and human flourishing was mediated by self-esteem, a simple mediation model was
applied. We employed PROCESS Model 4 (simple mediation) to estimate regression coefficients and follow-
up bootstrap analyses with 5,000 bootstrap samples to estimate 95% bias-corrected confidence intervals for
specific and total indirect effects. In our study human flourishing is the dependent variable (Y) that is
regressed on self-forgiveness (X), self-esteem (M) and M, is itself regressed on X. Thus, M represents the
mediator variable. The indirect effect estimate of self-esteem was 0.022, with the 95% confidence interval not
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encompassing 0 (0.011-0.004), indicating a statistically significant mediation effect. Since all equations of
the total effect, direct effect and indirect effect are showing significant results hence it indicates self-esteem
partially mediates between the relationship of self-forgiveness and human flourishing.

Table 3. Showing total, direct and indirect effects of Self-Forgiveness on Human Flourishing mediated by
Self-esteem

Effect SE CIlow CIup
Total effect of self-forgiveness on human flourishing 0.199 0.041 0.118 0.281
Direct effect of self-forgiveness on human flourishing 0.177 0.042 0.094 0.263
Indirect effect of self-forgiveness on human flourishing mediated by positive self-esteem 0.022 0.011 0.004 0.048

Discussion

The findings of the study have evinced the abiding role of some demographic factors (gender and age), self-
forgiveness and self-esteem in shaping the nature and extent of the human flourishing of the participants.
Except for gender that was negatively correlated with human flourishing, age, self-forgiveness and self-esteem
were positively correlated with human flourishing. The hierarchical regression analyses evinced that that
gender, age, self-forgiveness and self-esteem contributed significantly to the scores of human flourishing. The
findings showed that gender (.266) and self-forgiveness (.247) emerged as the most significant predictors of
human flourishing followed by self-esteem (.185) and age (.178) as depicted by beta (β) values in Model 3
(see Table 3). More importantly, mediation analysis evinced that self-esteem played a significant mediating
role (partial mediation) the relationship between self-forgiveness and human flourishing.

The negative correlations among gender and other measures showed that females showed lower attainments
on these measures as compared to their male counterparts. Gender differences in the acquisition of self-
forgiveness, self-esteem and human flourishing of the participants may be due to the fact that the Indian
society still carries large and perceptible gender disparities in the availability of various resources and op-
portunities (Ram et al., 2014). Similar findings regarding gender differences on these measures have also
reported that suggested dissimilar availabilities of the socio-cultural and socialization patterns along with
positive resources to cause such differences (Pandey et al., 2019, 2020).

A positive correlation between self-forgiveness and human flourishing was observed. It may be posited
that realizing one’s role in transgressions and involving oneself in repairing the damage caused by such
transgressions may result in decreasing negative emotions and increasing positive emotions. Higher self-
forgiveness may also culminate in improved interpersonal and social relationships, positive attributions and
satisfaction that may be directly assumed to shape human flourishing. The significant mediation of self-
esteem between the relationship of self-forgiveness and human flourishing was observed. It might have caused
by the fact that positive self-evaluations and personal values, the major ingredients of self-esteem, facilitated
the achievement of flourishing by the individuals who were more self-forgiving.

In other words, self-esteem carries self-satisfaction, self-attitude, self-worth, self-efficacy, self-respect, social
comparison, self-pride, self-perception, relative strengths and feeling of being virtuous. Self-esteem has been
reported to have close links with happiness, positive emotions, self-evaluation, positive mood regulation,
optimistic thinking and optimal functioning that buffer the effects of stress caused by pain, failure and
adversities of life. It has also been observed that self-esteem benefits individuals in two ways: enhanced
initiative and pleasant feelings (Baumeister et al., 2003). Similarly, some other researchers have argued that
higher self-esteem may increase the accessibility of psychological resources like self-compassion necessary for
individuals to invest in forging self (Pandey et al., 2019; Strelan & Zdaniuk, 2015). Positive and higher self-
esteem may also facilitate self-forgiveness and finally flourishing by helping the person to assess his/her role
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in causing pain to others and necessary steps to be undertaken to repair the damage caused by it (Fincham
et al., 2005). Small sample, a limited number of psychological constructs, selection of only adult student
sample and use of the only quantitative method for the data collection were the major limitations of the
study.

Summary and Conclusions

The results showed a close and significant interdependence among self-esteem, self-forgiveness and human
flourishing as evident in their positive correlations. Moreover, self-esteem and self-forgiveness accounted for
significant variability in human flourishing (regression analysis). These results are pre-requisite condition
to further carry out mediation analysis that showed self-esteem to emerge as a significant partial mediator
between the relationships between self-forgiveness and human flourishing measures. Self-esteem represents
self-worth and personal values that are essential ingredients to prepare a person to forgive himself/herself
that, in turn, may cultivate positive affects and cognitions leading one to achieve flourishing. Moreover, self-
esteem helps to understand transgressing situations and the exact role of the various stakeholders. These
positive attributions may have facilitated self-forgiveness and finally flourishing of the participants.

Implications and Directions for Future Researchers

There is ample opportunity for future researchers to further extend their contributions to the field of self-
forgiveness, self-esteem and human flourishing. Understanding the developmental trends in self-forgiveness
and self-esteem in the context of human flourishing may be a new and worthy addition to this field. More
qualitative studies may be carried out to explore further dimensions of self-forgiveness, self-esteem and
human flourishing in the existing theories of their similarities and dissimilarities in light of individualistic
and collectivistic cultural values. The cross-cultural investigations of these constructs may strengthen the
understanding of the relationship of these positive constructs. The study of self-forgiveness and self-esteem
can be made even more useful by incorporating other positive psychological constructs.
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