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An important topic of inquiiy in the area of forgiveness is the act of forgiveness-seeking or apology mak-
ing. This paper combines insights drawn from change theory, practical theology, clinical experience and
research on forgiveness-seeking to propose a grounded theory model of forgiveness-seeking. It is propo.sed
that this model of forgiveness-seeking is sufficiently detailed to reflect the complexities encountered by
therapists while retaining a simplicity that makes it readily adaptable to clinical practice.

An important topic of inquiry in the field of
forgiveness studies is the act of forgiveness-
seeking (Bassett, Bassett, Lloyd & Johnson,
2006; Bassett et al., 2008; Exline, Root,
Yadavalli, Fisher & Martin, 2011; Sandage,
Worthington, Hight & Berry, 2000; Toussaint &
Williams, 2008; Webster & Beech, 2000; Witvli-
et, Ludwig & Bauer, 2002). The research on
forgiveness-seeking both expands our under-
standing of the process of forgiveness and
adds to our understanding of the work of con-
fession, a topic that is of interest to therapists.
This paper seeks to bridge the research on for-
giveness-seeking with clinical practice to pro-
pose a model to guide therapeutic work with
individuals seeking forgiveness. By employing
the lenses of forgiveness-seeking, change theo-
ry, practical theology and clinical experience
working with perpetrators of family violence
and other trust violations this paper explores
the complex relationship between the emo-
tional, cognitive and decisional processes relat-
ed to making an apology.

Change Theory

Theories of change tend to highlight the pro-
cess of change (Prochaska, DiClemente & Nor-
cross, 1992), factors that contribute to change
(e.g., Bandura, 1977; Bandura, Adams & Beyer,
1977), and orders or types of change (e.g.,
Ecker & HuUey, 1996; Watzlawick, Weakland &
Fisch, 1974). Prochaska proposed a five-stage
process: pre-contemplation, contemplation,
preparation, action and maintenance as a
paradigm for understanding change (Prochaska
et al., 1992). In this process, the individual's
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awareness of and commitment to change pro-
ceeds from not seeing the need for change to
perceiving the potential advantages of change
to developing a plan for and enacting change
to tnaintaining and building on the changes
that have been made (Prochaska et al., 1992).
Bandura identified two variables that factor into
a person's beliefs about change: "efficacy
expectancy" and "outcome expectancy." Out-
come expectancy is defined in terms of the
counselee's belief that a specific behavior or
intervention will result in a positive outcome
(Bandura, 1977; Bandura et al., 1977) while
efficacy expectation refers to a person's confi-
dence that he or she is able to do what is
required to achieve the desired outcome (Ban-
dura, 1977; Bandura et al., 1977).

Further reflection on the phenomenon of
change reveals that not all change is of the
same type or magnitude: i.e., first-, second-,
third-, and fourth-order change (Buker, 2003;
Ecker & HuUey, 1996; Watzlawick et al., 1974).
While first-order change does not require any-
thing more than a change in outward behav-
ior, second-order change results in an
epistemological shift as a person questions the
assumptions that inform his or her actions
(Bateson, 1971; Watzlawick et al., 1974). Thus,
a man who is verbally and/or physically abu-
sive would see that this behavior results in
people fearing him and stands in the way of
him experiencing respect. Third-order change
involves a shift in focus such that the "self is
no longer the central organizing principle gov-
erning a person's choices and behaviors with
the result that a person chooses to act in ways
that acknowledges and is inclusive of others
(Buker, 2003; Ecker & Hulley, 1996). In the
case of the person who engages in abusive
behavior, the move towards third-order
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change is marked by a decision to act respect-
fully towards another because it is good for
the other person, even in the absence of
reciprocity. Finally, fourth-order change
involves a shift in a person's self-concept (i.e.,
self-esteem) with the result that there is a shift
in the meaning one makes of his or her own
life and behaviors (Ecker & Hulley, 1996).
Thus, a person who acts abusively towards
others would begin to see that a positive sense
of self-worth cannot be built on the fear of
others or by the exercise of control over other
people's lives.

Forgiveness-Seeking

Three dimensions of forgiveness-seeking
have been identified: the process of forgive-
ness-seeking, external factors, and internal fac-
tors. Clinebell (1966) identified that
forgiveness-seeking is a process involving five
discrete stages: confrontation, confession, for-
giveness, restitution, and reconciliation (p.225).
Along the same line, Kelley and Waldron
(2005) identify that forgiveness-seeking
includes explicit acknowledgment, nonverbal
assurance, explanation, and compensation.
Irnplicit within both paradigms is a dialogic
interaction between the injurer and the injured
party. This dialogue is both internal and exter-
nal to the wrongdoer, as when the injurer is
confronted with the nature of his or her actions
and begins to understand the perspective of
the wronged party. Other aspects of the dialog-
ic nature of forgiveness-seeking include confes-
sion, restitution, forgiveness, and reconciliation
as each of these actions involves interaction
between the injurer and the perspective of the
injured party.

External factors that influence the process of
forgiveness-seeking include relationship close-
ness (Riek, 2010), the severity of the offense
(Riek, 2010), the presence of unforgiveness
(Worthington, 1998), rumination on the injury by
the injured party (Riek, 2010), cultural reluctance
to accept the fallibiliry of the offender (Purtilo,
2005) and whether the injured party feels empa-
thy for the wrong-doer (Worthington, 1998).

Similarly, a range of internal factors have
been associated with the process of forgive-
ness-seeking. Fisher and Exline (2010) report
there seems to be a relationship between self-
forgiveness and offering an apology or making
amends. Sandage et al. (2000) identified that

forgiveness-seeking is positively related to a
person's ability to reason about forgiveness and
negatively impacted by the presence of narcis-
sism and self-monitoring. In a study that
explored the presence regret after an apology,
Exline, Deshea, and Holeman (2007) observed
the following internal factors related to regret-
ting an apology: blatning the victim, a lack of
remorse over the transgression, a lack of sincer-
ity, and a perception by the wrong-doer that an
apology is not required. Exline et al. (2007) fur-
ther observe that regret over making an apolo-
gy may occur if the confessant perceives he or
she was forced to make an apology. Whereas
victim-specific empathy is sometimes seen to be
an important factor in forgiveness-seeking (Dra-
peau, Korner, Granger & Brunet, 2005; Hanson,
2003), Webster and Beech (2000) observed that
a sexual offender's ability to feel and express
empathy towards his or her victims is negative-
ly impacted by the presence of cognitive distor-
tions (i.e., victim blaming, view of self as a
non-offender) and attempts to promote dimin-
ished responsibility.

Finally, the "moral emotions" (i.e., shame,
guilt, sorrow, empathy) have been shown to
play an important role in the work of forgive-
ness-seeking (Bassett et al., 2006; Fisher &
Exline, 2006; Tangney, Mashek, & Stuewig,
2005; Tangney, Wagner, Hill-Barlow, Marschall
& Gramzow, 1996; Sandage et al., 2000; Witvliet
et al., 2002). Riek (2010) identified that the pres-
ence of anger towards the injured party decreas-
es the level of guilt experienced by the
transgressor and can inhibit forgiveness-seeking.
Two emotions play a vital role in forgiveness-
seeking: sorrow, which focuses on the injury to
the other and the broken relationship (Bassett et
al., 2006), and guilt, which focuses on the
offender and his or her behaviors (Exline &
Fisher, 2006). While acts of confession have the
power of evoking feelings of shame, Witvliet et
al. (2002) observed that those who engaged in
forgiveness-seeking imagery experienced a sig-
nificant reduction in their levels of shame and
guilt compared with those •who focused on the
memory of the transgression.

Practical Theology and Forgiveness

For the Christian, the processes of forgiveness-
seeking, whether it be forgiveness frorn God or
from others, is rooted in concepts of morality and
ethics, a theology of the individual-in-community.
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and the practice of a range of spiritual disciplines
that include, but are not limited to, confession,
repentance and restitution.

To the extent that a person ' s words or
actions fail to fulfill one's legal, moral or ethi-
cal obligations to another they are both acts of
lawlessness as well as acts of resis tance
towards the injured party (cf., Johnson, 2007;
Menninger, 1972). Thus, the wrongness of an
act is readily deduced both by its nature, i.e.,
as an act of resistance or rebellion, and its
effect, i.e., emotional or physical injury to the
other, or damage to the bond of trust between
two individuals (Mutter, 1995, 2011). Anderson
(2001) identifies that social repentance, of
which apology-making is one expression, is an
act of solidarity with the other. Forgiveness-
seeking, therefore, begins with a sense of self-
in-community as one who bears a moral and
ethical responsibility to the community (e.g.,
family, work, church relat ionships, etc.) .
Essential to this emergent sense of self-in-com-
munity is an awareness of the impact of one's
attitudes (i.e., selfishness, sense of privilege)
and actions (i.e., self-justified exhibitions of
personal power) upon others.

The communal dimension of forgiveness-
seeking is evident in the act of making confes-
sion. Linguistically, the New Testament word
confession iexbomologed) carries the idea of
"being in agreement with" the one who was
wronged (Michel, 1967). This highlights a key
facet of Matthew 18:15-20, namely that forgive-
ness follows when the wrongdoer and the
injured party, or his or her representatives,
agree both with each other and with God con-
cerning the nature of the wrongdoing (cf.,
Fourez, 1983; McMinn, 1996; Mutter, 1995,
2011; Watson, 1994). For this reason, confes-
sion requires both a confessant and a confessor
who may be either the injured party or some-
one who acts in a representative fashion (Bon-
hoeffer, 1976; Oden, 1987). Bonhoeffer (1976)
writes, "Since the confession is made in the
presence of a Christian brother, the last
stronghold of sell-justification is abandoned.
The sinner surrenders; he gives up all his evU"
(p.112). Confession, therefore, overcomes a
person's desire to hide from self and others
and liberates the individual to look beyond
self-interest and exper ience community.
McMinn (1996) highlights that regardless of
whether a person makes confession to another
person or to God the act must be grounded in

humility (cf., de Sales, 1988). Humility is both
the gatevk^ay to and an outcome of the process
of self-examination. For this reason, confession
requires a relationship of trust between the
confessant and the confessor (Berggren, 1975).
Indeed, a confessor's positional authority (i.e.,
priest, pastor, or counselor) is not as important
to the process as is a relationship of trust
between the confessant and the confessor that
is characterized by the presence of grace
(Berggren, 1975, McMinn, 2008).

Closely associated with the spiritual discipline
of confession are the disciplines of self-exami-
nation (cf., Fourez, 1983; Johnson, 2007; Mutter,
2011; Wat.son, 1994), repentance (Mutter, 1995,
2011; Watson, 1994) and reconciliation (Fourez,
1983). The puritan writer Thomas Watson
(1994) highlights the connection between self-
examination, repentance and confession when
he characterizes the elements of true repen-
tance as sight of sin, sorrow for sin, confession
of sin, shame for sin, hatred for sin, and turning
from sin. Johnson (2007) refines our under-
standing of repentance when he identifies two
types of repentance: primary repentance which
is behavioral in its focus (i.e., first-order
change); and secondary repentance which
involves a reorientation of the self towards
dependence upon God (i.e., third- or fourth-
order change). While Watson focuses our atten-
tion on the penitent's change in behavior and
Johnson invites us to reflect on the penitent's
sense of self in relationship to God, Fourez
(1983) emphasizes the role of the hope of for-
giveness and the goal of reconciliation. Thus,
Fourez gives consideration to the interpersonal
domain when he highlights that repentance
means envisioning new behaviors and raises
the hope of reconciled relationships.

A Grounded-Theory Model of
Forgiveness-Seeking

Figure 1 depicts a model oudining the pro-
cesses and components of forgiveness-seeking
that is derived from reflection on clinical expe-
rience with individuals who had either com-
mitted or experienced an act which posed a
significant threat to their re la t ionship .
Although the model initially arose out of the
author's work with men who had pled guilty
to intimate partner violence it has been used
as a therapeutic roadmap in situations where
there has been a significant breach of trust
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Figure 1. Processes and Components of Eorgiveness-Seeking
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within a relationship (i.e., an affair, addiction
to pornography, fraudulent use of household
funds, etc.).

The left-hand column relates primarily to the
inner life of an individual whose words or
behavior have caused harm to another such
that the relationship is strained or damaged.
The center column of this model identifies
mediating actions which facilitate movement
towards a restored relationship. The first of
these mediating actions involves the words and
deeds of others who initiate the change process
as they confront an individual with his or her
behaviors. Real change begins to occur, howev-
er, when the injurer engages in a process of
self-confrontation that is akin to the spiritual
discipline of self-examination (Buschart, 2011;
Calhoun, 2005; Johnson, 2007; Watson, 1994)
and which parallels the confrontations of oth-
ers. Finally, the right-hand column denotes the
ideal outcome in which the act of wrongdoing
has been acknowledged, reparation has been
made, forgiveness has been granted, and the
two parties are reconciled.

Denial
It is not unusual that a person's first response

when confronted with the nature and effect of
his or her actions is "denial" (Purtilo, 2005).
Within the context of this model "denial" encom-
passes a cluster of responses that perpetuate the
devaluation of the injured party. These denial
responses include, but are not limited to, deny-
ing the event occurred, denying or devaluing the
other party's perspective, minimizing the signifi-
cance of what occurred, blaming the injured
party, and/or seeking to justify one's actions. An
individual at this level of response is still in a
pre-contemplative state as the wrongdoer has yet
to begin the process of self-examination. As a
result, this person can only offer a pseudo-apol-
ogy (e.g., "If I have hurt you, I am sorry") in
which the sub-text is to side-step any meaningful
acknowledgement of the problem as well as any
sense of personal accountability for the relational
injury (Mutter, 2011). At this stage, a therapist
can gently challenge the person to enter into a
process of self-examination (cf., Buschart, 2011;
Calhoun, 2005; Watson, 1994) with a view to
considering his or her actions within the broader
relational context.

Anxiety and Shame
The next two phases, anxiety and shame,

indicate a move from pre-contemplation to

contemplation. Anxiety is understood as a gen-
eralized state which may be internally generat-
ed through an initial process of
self-examination or result from the individual
being confronted by another person. Anxiety
motivated apologies tend to be first-order
apologies in that the level of self-examination
is incomplete reflecting that the person is
afraid of the consequences having been discov-
ered, i.e., "I am sorry, please don't punish me."
While these first-order apologies may result in
an outward change in behavior (i.e., primary
repentance), they do not reflect a change in
values or perspective that is capable of sustain-
ing long-term change. The alert therapist will,
therefore, engage the counselee in self-exami-
nation and encourage an awareness of the
injured party that invites the counselee to seek
reasons to change that are focused on the
other (i.e., fostering compassion) rather than
the self. Care must be taken in this phase to
demonstrate empathy for the wrongdoer's
internal struggle while still challenging the per-
son to be accountable for his or her actions
(i.e., "costly grace," Bonhoeffer, 1963). When
this happens, counselees who are anxious
about what they have done may find encour-
agement to seek forgiveness.

Shame is of two types, disgrace and discre-
tion (cf., Dunnington, 2011; McMinn, 2008).
Shame as discretion refers to that sense of
shame which prevents a person from acting in
a particular manner and serves a valuable role
both in the setting aside of old behaviors and
the molding of new habits. Shame as disgrace,
on the other hand, is a painful feeling arising
from the consciousness of having acted in a
manner that is improper or dishonorable and
which results in an injury to one's own sense of
pride or self-respect. While discretionary shame
looks forward and seeks to create a new life,
shame as disgrace looks backwards, is charac-
terized by feelings of self-loathing and con-
strains the individual to live with his or her
sense of inadequacy as a moral agent. What
distinguishes shame as disgrace from guilt is the
sense that the individual is not yet fully able to
own both the specifics and the impact of the
wrongdoer's actions. Apologies which arise dur-
ing this phase tend to be first-order apologies
in that the focus of the apology is on the per-
son's self-perception and how the behavior
makes the wrongdoer look. Thus the words "I
am sorry" are overlaid with the overarching
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sense that the person is ashamed of what he or
she has done, that the wrongdoer has not acted
as he or she would like to, and that the person
does not wish to be reminded of these facts
(Mutter, 2011). Therapists who work with
shame practice empathy, demonstrating costly
grace while inviting the shame-filled counselee
to look beyond self and reflect on the relational
context. As with the person who is anxious, the
person who feels he or she has acted disgrace-
fully will benefit from the spiritual disciplines of
self-examination, compassion and awareness of
self-in-relationship.

Guilt
Guilt is sufficiently other-focused that the per-

son is both aware of the moral wrongness of
his or her actions and feels responsible for the
impact of these actions (cf., McMinn, 2008, Mut-
ter, 1995). Because guilt moves beyond shame
and is attended with a sense of ownership for
the wrongdoing, an individual who experiences
guilt enters into the planning phase of the
change process. Apologies which arise at this
level focus on the meaning of the behavior and
may be characterized as second-order apologies
because they reflect an epistemological shift
from the self to viewing the behavior from a
different perspective. Thus, in an effort to
restore the relationship, the one making the
apology sets aside all attempts to minimize,
deny or justify his or her actions, focuses on the
injured party and acknowledges the wrongness
of what has been done (Mutter, 2011). It is at
this point in the process that the role of the
therapist shifts from facilitating awareness of
the problem to facilitating responsible behavior.

Repentance and Confession
The practices of repentance and confession

reflect the shift from planning to action as well
as a move towards third- and fourth-order
change and are presented together because
they frequently occur in close proximity to each
other. Apologies which arise at this stage in the
process not only convey an honest assessment
of the nature of the action (i.e., confession)
they require the wrongdoer to look beyond a
specific act which has come to light and
address the broader context of the transgres-
sion. DiBlasio (2000) observes that the integrity
of the trust building process tnay be enhanced
when the transgressor risks adtnitting to the
entire scope and history of wrong doing rather
than just a specific act. Purtilo (2005) notes that

this type of apology making requires a person
to relinquish both the willfulness that is at the
core of his or her being as well as any sense of
control. Therapeutic support facilitates the fram-
ing of a confession grounded in humility by
encouraging compassion for the injured party
and supporting continued self-examination.

Third-order apologies have as their focus the
other person and the relationship between the
transgressor and the injured party, i.e., "I am
sorry, I recognize how much my actions have
hurt you." These apologies are attended with a
sense of sorrow over the pain experienced by
the other (repentance), a willingness to name
the issue iti terms that will be recognized and
accepted by the injured party (confession), a
willingness to accept the consequences of these
actions (confession), a rejection of the behav-
iors which caused the pain (repentance), and a
willingness to make amends for the wrong
(restitution; cf., Hargrave, 1994, p.92 ff; Mutter,
2011; Worthington, 2003, p.204-207).

Fourth-order apologies further the work of
repentance and confession in that they reflect
both a shift in the person's view of the injured
party as well as the injurer's perception of self.
Specifically, in a fourth-order apology the person
looks inward and sees his or her deficiencies
and failings, i.e., "I ain sorry, my actions were
self-serving and devalued both of us." This type
of apology begins with a sense of healthy
remorse or regret for what has been done
(repentance) and is accompanied by an appro-
priate confession in which the person accepts
full responsibility both for his or her actions and
the impact that these have had on others.

Forgiveness
It is important to note that the sincerity of an

apology is measured in terms of the extent to
which the wrongdoer takes responsibility for his
or her actions and is not dependent on receiving
forgiveness. Indeed, forgiveness is a gift which
can only be meaningful if it is given freely by
the injured party in the absence of coercion or
manipulation. It is for this reason that forgive-
ness is bracketed, indicating that it is not a
requirement of an apology, and appears on the
right side of the center column, indicating that it
stems from the actions of someone other than
the forgiveness-seeker.

Discretion and Restitution
Even if forgiveness is withheld, the trustwor-

thiness of an apology is evident when the
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injurer demonstrates good faith as through acts
of discretion and restitution, both of which
contribute to the building of trustworthiness in
a relationship and reflect movement into the
maintenance phase of the change process. For
the injured party, the ability to observe the
wrongdoer's proactive efforts through acts of
discretion that intentionally reorient and reha-
bituate the injurer's behaviors, as well as any
attempt by the injurer to make choices that
build the relationship, provides opportunities
to confirm the truthfulness of the wrongdoer's
act of repentance. Acts of restitution or repara-
tive behaviors also move beyond discretion to
redress the damage experienced by the injured
party and may have the effect of re-building
trustworthiness within the relationship (Har-
grave, 1994). In addition, these behaviors may
contribute to the wrongdoer finding resolution
for the moral emotions he or she feels, i.e.,
guilt, remorse, etc. (Fisher & Exline, 2010). The
role of the therapist in this phase of the pro-
cess is to support the establishment of a
lifestyle which is experienced as being trust-
worthy by others.

Reconciliation
While reconciliation may be the ideal out-

come of forgiveness-seeking, a variety of fac-
tors may prevent this from occurring: i.e., the
severity of the relational injury, loss of contact
wth the injured party, the death of the injured
party (cf., Hargrave, 1994; Worthington, 2003).
It is for this reason that reconciliation, as with
forgiveness, is bracketed, indicating that it is
not a requirement of an apology. Indeed, its
position on the far right-hand side of the
model indicates that reconciliation is a result
of a collaborative effort involving both the for-
giveness-seeker and the injured party.

Conclusion

Forgiveness-seeking is a complex process
involving both intrapsychic awareness on the
part of the forgiveness-seeker as well as an
awareness of self-in-relationship to others. The
model of forgiveness-seeking outlined in this
article captures this complexity and provides a
clinical map to guide the processes of assess-
ment (i.e., is the counselee taking responsibility
for his or her actions?), treatment planning, and
evaluating progress. In addition to its value to
therapists, this map resonates with clients,
inspires hope, and contributes to them finding

the courage to embrace the path of change.
Thus, a frequently heard comment, after
explaining the map as it is being drawn on a
sheet of paper, is that it "makes so much
sense." Indeed, clients tend to request a copy
of the map to ground and guide them as they
engage in between session change, demonstrat-
ing that this model has a simplicity that makes
it readily adaptable to clinical practice.
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