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Psychological perspectives on divine forgiveness: 4. Childhood unpredictability 
negatively and divine forgiveness positively predicts self-forgiveness through 
self-control
Heather M. Maranges and Francis Fincham

The Family Institute and Department of Human Development and Family Science, Florida State University, Tallahassee, FL, USA

ABSTRACT
In order to understand both developmental and proximal contributors to self-forgiveness, we 
examined the simultaneous effects of childhood adversity (i.e. unpredictability and harshness) and 
current experiences of divine forgiveness on self-forgiveness in young adulthood across two 
studies. As expected, childhood unpredictability was negatively, and divine forgiveness was 
positively associated with self-forgiveness in both Study 1 (N = 439) and Study 2 (N = 441). 
Childhood harshness was not associated with self-forgiveness. In Study 2, we found that self- 
control mediates the relationships between childhood unpredictability and self-forgiveness and 
between divine forgiveness and self-forgiveness. Results suggest that childhood unpredictability 
undermines, whereas divine forgiveness bolsters self-forgiveness by weakening and shoring up 
regulatory resources, respectively. Limitations and future directions are discussed.
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Self-forgiveness is essential to psychological well-being 
(e.g. Ercengiz et al., 2022; Fincham & May, 2020, 2022; Kim 
et al., 2022; Massengale et al., 2017; Toussaint et al., 2016). 
Understanding the antecedents, both developmental and 
proximate, of self-forgiveness is thus an important empiri-
cal goal. Some research suggests that adverse childhood 
experiences may undermine downstream interpersonal 
forgiveness (e.g. Kaufman et al., 2019; McCullough et al.,  
2013; Rahmandani et al., 2022), but less work has focused 
on self-forgiveness and childhood environmental factors 
other than trauma that are associated with socioemotional 
functioning – namely, unpredictability and harshness. One 
promising proximal factor that may enhance self- 
forgiveness for those who believe in a higher power is 
divine forgiveness (Fincham & May, 2022; McConnell & 
Dixon, 2012). That is, the more people experience divine 
forgiveness, the more they engage in self-forgiveness. The 
current work tests whether and to what extent childhood 
unpredictability and harshness and current experiences of 
divine forgiveness contribute to adults’ tendency to forgive 
themselves after a perceived transgression. Furthermore, 
we test whether self-control mediates the associations 
between adversity and self-forgiveness and between 
divine forgiveness and self-forgiveness, given that adversity 
may undermine, and divine forgiveness may buttress self- 
regulation, which supports forgiveness.

Adverse childhood events and forgiveness

Adversity in childhood has been linked to less down-
stream interpersonal forgiveness: The more adverse 
childhood events individuals experienced, the less for-
giving they were of others (Rahmandani et al., 2022). 
Moreover, men who experienced family neglect, conflict, 
and violence, and who were exposed to neighborhood 
crime in their childhoods tended to engage in exploita-
tive and retaliatory behavior, rather than forgiving those 
who wronged them (McCullough et al., 2013). These 
unforgiving and harsh attitudes and tendencies are 
also directed inwardly. Adversity in childhood has also 
been linked to lower self-compassion and self- 
reassurance, and higher self-criticism, self-hatred, and 
shame (Naismith et al., 2019), and less forgiveness of 
themselves for transgressions (Rahmandani et al.,  
2022). Notably, lower levels of self-forgiveness mediated 
the link between higher adversity and higher depression 
(Rahmandani et al., 2022). It makes sense, then, that 
forgiveness and forgiveness therapy are so effective for 
buffering against adversity in the family (for review, see 
Fincham, 2017) and adverse childhood events (Song 
et al., 2021; Yu et al., 2021). Indeed, research finds that 
increased forgiveness is positively associated with post-
traumatic growth for people who experienced high 
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levels of childhood adversity (Amaranggani & Dewi,  
2022).

But what is the role of childhood adversity that 
does not entail trauma? Theory and empirical work 
applying a behavioral ecology framework suggest 
that for understanding adult psychosocial and emo-
tional functioning there are two especially important 
early childhood environmental factors – harshness 
and unpredictability (Belsky et al., 2012; Brumbach 
et al., 2009; Ellis et al., 2009). Environmental harsh-
ness denotes the risk of morbidity/mortality in the 
environment; for people, particularly in the Western 
world, socioeconomic resources inversely relate to 
mortality/morbidity. That is, higher harshness is cap-
tured by lower economic resources (Maranges et al.,  
2022, 2023; Mittal et al., 2015). Unpredictability is 
most often operationalized as instability in the child-
hood social and physical environment, such as within 
the family, in the neighborhood, and at school 
(Maranges et al., 2022, 2023; Mittal et al., 2015). 
Unpredictability in the environment presents indivi-
duals with random changes in the local mortality/ 
morbidity risk.

Little work has been done to elucidate how child-
hood harshness and unpredictability are related to 
downstream forgiveness processes, much less self- 
forgiveness. In a cross-national sample of people 
with lower socioeconomic resources (higher harsh-
ness), people ranked forgiveness as a relatively unim-
portant facet to their quality of life (Skevington,  
2009). Prior work suggests that people who have 
experienced higher levels of unpredictability in child-
hood tend to be less practically and emotionally 
invested in other people’s well-being and their rela-
tionships and are, in turn, less prosocial (Maranges 
et al., 2021; Zhu et al., 2018). Hinting more strongly at 
associations with forgiveness, childhood unpredict-
ability was negatively associated with the Light 
Triad of personality, which includes Humanism, 
Kantianism, and Faith in Humanity; one facet of 
faith in humanity is forgiveness of others (Kaufman 
et al., 2019). Faith in humanity has also been linked 
to individuals’ helping others who have wronged 
them (Ruel et al., 2023). It would be reasonable to 
expect that childhood harshness and unpredictability 
are associated with less self-forgiveness in adulthood 
to the extent that self-forgiveness recruits the same 
socioemotional processes affected by trauma and 
which are associated with interpersonal forgiveness; 
however, no prior work has established how these 
childhood environmental factors relate to 
self-forgiveness. Thus, assessing the links between 
childhood unpredictability and harshness and self- 

forgiveness, as well as what might explain these 
links, is a primary goal of this research.

Divine forgiveness and self-forgiveness

A growing literature suggests that a fuller understanding 
of the psychology of forgiveness entails focusing also on 
divine forgiveness (e.g. Fincham & May, 2022; Fincham & 
May, 2023b). Divine forgiveness can be understood as 
the experience of absolution for a wrongdoing from 
a higher power, and such an experience is evident in 
the person’s thinking, affect, and behavior (Fincham & 
May, 2022). Religiosity is associated with greater self- 
forgiveness (e.g. Fincham et al., 2020), and this may be 
due in part to divine forgiveness engendering self- 
forgiveness. Indeed, several studies demonstrate that 
divine forgiveness predicts self-forgiveness, both con-
currently and longitudinally (e.g. Fincham & May, 2022; 
Fincham & May, 2023a; Kim et al., 2022; McConnell & 
Dixon, 2012). However, empirical work is still to be done 
to test potential mechanisms of this divine and self- 
forgiveness link. One such mechanism may be self- 
control.

The role of self-control

Self-control may account for the negative effects of child-
hood unpredictability and harshness and the positive 
effects of divine forgiveness on self-forgiveness. Recent 
work demonstrates that self-regulation facilitates forgive-
ness of others in the context of intimate relationships: the 
higher individuals’ self-control, the better able they were to 
forgive their relationship partners after transgressions (Ho 
et al., 2023). Moreover, self-forgiveness is viewed as difficult 
and requiring effort (Fisher & Exline, 2006) and has been 
linked to emotion regulation (Hodgson & Wertheim, 2007). 
Self-forgiveness may thus require self-regulation. 
Childhood unpredictability and harshness have been asso-
ciated with lower self-regulatory abilities (e.g. lower self- 
control and emotional control, and higher impulsivity and 
risk taking) in adolescence and adulthood, however (Doom 
et al., 2016; Griskevicius et al., 2011; Maranges et al., 2021,  
2022; Szepsenwol et al., 2022). In contrast, experiencing 
divine forgiveness may shore up regulatory resources. 
Religiosity is positively associated with self-control (for 
review, see Hardy et al., 2020; McCullough & Willoughby,  
2009), and some have suggested that ‘religious beliefs (via 
divine forgiveness) regulate emotion’ (Hsu, 2021, p. 2067). 
Indeed, work with latter day saints concludes that ‘religious 
repentance processes can lead to lasting change and that 
such beliefs and processes can aid in the process of moral 
self-regulation’ (Hendricks et al., 2023; p. 78). Together, that 
work suggests, and we test whether, childhood adversity is 
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associated with less self-forgiveness and divine forgiveness 
is associated with more self-forgiveness through self- 
control.

The current work

Across two studies, we test whether childhood unpre-
dictability and harshness as well as divine forgiveness 
are associated with self-forgiveness in adulthood. We 
expect that the childhood adversity factors will be nega-
tively associated with, whereas divine forgiveness will be 
positively associated with self-forgiveness, including as 
simultaneous contributors. Self-control may serve as the 
mechanism by which childhood adversity and divine 
forgiveness predict self-forgiveness. We test that possi-
bility via path mediation analyses in Study 2. To ensure 
that the results do not simply reflect the broader effect 
of religiosity, across both studies we statistically control 
for this variable to demonstrate that divine forgiveness is 
associated with self-control and self-forgiveness above 
and beyond religiosity.

Study 1

We tested whether and to what extent childhood unpre-
dictability, childhood harshness, and experiences of 
divine forgiveness are associated with the tendency to 
self-forgive in adults. The childhood factors and divine 
forgiveness may independently contribute to self- 
forgiveness, such that the tendency to forgive oneself 
after a transgression is shaped additively by both child-
hood experiences and by the experience of divine for-
giveness. Alternatively, these factors may interact, such 
that divine forgiveness serves as a direct buffer against 
the effects of challenging childhood environments on 
self-forgiveness.

Method

Participants and procedure
Four hundred and thirty-nine (N = 439) undergradu-
ate students at a large southeastern U.S. public uni-
versity taking courses in social sciences participated 
in the study. Participation in the study was one 
option for earning class extra credit. Students who 
indicated a belief in a higher power or God were 
included in the study. Participants were adults 
(Mage = 19.91, SD = 1.81; ranging from 18 to 46; 396 
women, 43 men) who identified as White (n = 296), 
Latina/o (n = 60), African American or Black (n = 46), 
mixed race (n = 19), Asian (n = 10), American Indian or 
Alaska Native (n = 2), Native Hawaiian or Pacific 
Islander (n = 1), Middle Eastern (n = 1), or preferred 

not to say (n = 4). Note that participants could iden-
tify as more than one race/ethnicity. Participants 
identified primarily as Christian (Protestant, Catholic, 
etc.; n = 353); participants also identified as Jewish 
(n = 19), Jewish and Catholic (n = 2), Muslim (n = 2), 
Christian and Muslim (n = 1), Buddhist (n = 2), 
Traditional/Native African Spirituality (n = 1), Hindu 
(n = 1), Hindu and Christian (n = 1), and Latter Day 
Saint (n = 1). Many participants did not identify with 
any specific religion (n = 56).

As part of an online survey, participants reported their 
demographics before responding to measures of child-
hood unpredictability, childhood harshness, divine for-
giveness, and self-forgiveness. Data on religiosity were 
also collected so that we could statistically control for it. 
For both studies, research methods were approved by 
the local IRB and no data were collected before approval 
(Florida State University IRB, #3600).

Materials
Childhood unpredictability. The childhood unpredict-
ability scale included 15 items, such as My family life was 
generally inconsistent and unpredictable from day-to-day,  
I could not predict which of many caretakers (e.g. babysit-
ters, nannies, neighbors, family) would be watching me, 
and When I left my house I was never quite certain what 
would happen in my neighborhood (Maranges et al., 2021,  
2022). Participants responded on a 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 7 (strongly agree) rating scale. Items were averaged 
(M = 3.05, SD = 1.41, α = .92).

Childhood harshness. The childhood harshness scale 
included 11 items, including for example, My family was 
strained financially, We had to try to save money when 
shopping for anything, and I grew up in a relatively 
wealthy neighborhood (reversed). Responses were pro-
vided on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale 
and were averaged across items (M = 1.92, SD = .99, 
α = .93).

Divine forgiveness. Participants responded to a 5-item 
divine forgiveness measure (Fincham & May, 2022, 2022) 
on a scale from 1 to 4. Items include How often have you 
felt that God forgives you?, How often do you experience 
situations in which you have the feeling that God is merci-
ful to you?, How often do you experience situations in 
which you have the feeling that God delivers you from 
a debt? With response range from never to always or 
almost always, and I am certain that God forgives me 
when I seek His forgiveness and Knowing that I am for-
given for my sins gives me the strength to face my faults 
with response range from strongly disagree to strongly 
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agree. We averaged the five items of the divine forgive-
ness scale (M = 2.42, SD = .38, α = .88).

Self-forgiveness. Participants responded to a 6-items 
tapping the tendency to forgive oneself (Fincham & 
May, 2019). Specifically, participants rated their agree-
ment with items such as I feel badly at first when I hurt 
someone but I am soon able to forgive myself and I have 
a tendency to hold grudges towards myself (reversed) on 
a 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). The six items 
were averaged to create our measure of self-forgiveness 
(M = 3.00, SD = .71, α = .71).

Religiosity. We assessed religiosity via 2 items on an 
8-point scale (see Pearce et al., 2017). The first item asked  
How important is religion in your life? With response 
range not at all to extremely. The second item asked, In 
general, how often do you attend religious services or 
meetings? With response range never to about once 
a day. We averaged the two items to create the control 
measure of religiosity (M = 4.36, SD = 1.90, α = .77).

Results and discussion

First, we assessed the bivariate associations of the child-
hood factors of unpredictability and harshness and 
divine forgiveness with self-forgiveness. Correlations 
among all variables can be found in Table 1. As 
expected, childhood unpredictability was negatively 
associated with, whereas divine forgiveness was posi-
tively associated with self-forgiveness. Childhood harsh-
ness was not associated with self-forgiveness, however.

Based on those results, we next assessed via hierarch-
ical regression analyses the relative contributions of 
childhood unpredictability (centered) and divine for-
giveness (centered) (step 1) and their interaction 
(step 2). See Table 2. When accounting for both, the 
effect of childhood unpredictability became nonsignifi-
cant, while the effect of divine forgiveness remained 
significant. The interaction between the two was not 
significant. When controlling for the effect of religiosity,  
β = −.15, t(432) = −2.59, p = .010, the same pattern of 
results emerged: childhood unpredictability, β = −.11, 
t(432) = −1.68, p = .094; divine forgiveness, β = .27, t 
(432) = 4.83, p  < .001; interaction, β = .02, t(432) = .56,  
p = .574.

Results of this study suggest that both childhood 
experiences of unpredictability and experiences of 
divine forgiveness related to forgiveness of the self in 
adulthood, but divine forgiveness captures variance over 
and beyond that of unpredictable childhood experi-
ences. The implication is that even when considering 
the negative effect of childhood unpredictability on self- 
forgiveness, divine forgiveness may play an important 
role in bolstering self-forgiveness. It is important to 
replicate this pattern as well as to discern whether the 
effects of childhood unpredictability and divine forgive-
ness on self-forgiveness are due to their opposing effects 
on self-control.

Study 2

Study 1 established that childhood unpredictability and 
the experience of divine forgiveness are associated with 

Table 1. Correlations among variables, Study 1.
1 2 3 4 5

1. Childhood Unpredictability – .49*** −.12* −.10* −.08
2. Childhood Harshness – .01 −.03 −.01
3. Divine Forgiveness – .20*** .59***
4. Self-Forgiveness – .02
5. Religiosity –

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05.

Table 2. Hierarchical multiple regression analysis testing whether childhood unpredictability, divine forgiveness, and their interaction 
predict self-forgiveness, Study 1.

95% CI for B

Variable B LL UL S.E. p-value β R2

Step 1 .047
Childhood Unpredictability −.06 −.122 .008 .03 .088 −.08
Divine Forgiveness .18 .096 .271 .05 <.001 .19
Constant 2.84 2.74 2.94 .05 <.001
Step 2 .049
Childhood Unpredictability −.08 −.172 .010 .05 .079 −.12
Divine Forgiveness .18 .092 .268 .05 <.001 .19
Childhood Unpredictability X Divine Forgiveness .03 −.05 .118 .04 .447 .050
Constant 2.85 2.75 2.95 .05 <.001

Effect of interest highlighted. CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.
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self-forgiveness but in opposite directions. The aim of 
Study 2 was to test whether and to what extent self- 
control accounts for these effects. We expected that 
people who experienced more unpredictability in their 
childhoods would have lower self-control, and, in turn, 
be less forgiving of themselves. Simultaneously counter-
acting that pathway, we expected that divine forgive-
ness would be positively associated with self-control, 
which supports self-forgiveness.

Method

Participants and procedure
Participants were 441 undergraduate students taking 
courses in social sciences at a large southeastern 
U.S. public university and received a small amount of 
extra credit in a class. We only included respondents 
who indicated a belief in a higher power or God. 
Participants (Mage = 19.88, SD = 1.67; ranging from 18 to 
42; 403 women, 33 men, 2 non-binary, 1 genderfluid, 2 
prefer not to say) identified as White (n = 297), Latina/o 
(n = 47), African American or Black (n = 45), mixed race 
(n = 27), Asian (n = 16), American Indian or Alaska Native 
(n = 2), Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (n = 1), Middle 
Eastern/North African (n = 1), Black and Latino (n = 1), 
White and Latina (n = 1), or preferred not to say (n = 3). 
With respect to religious affiliations, participants were 
Christian (Protestant, Catholic, etc.; n = 325), Jewish (n =  
19), Muslim (n = 3), Buddhist (n = 3), Jewish and Catholic 
(n = 1), and Hindu (n = 1), or did not identify with any 
specific religion (n = 83).

Participants provided their demographics and 
responded to measures of childhood unpredictability, 
childhood harshness, divine forgiveness, self-control, 
self-forgiveness, and religiosity. Research methods were 
approved by the local IRB and no data were collected 
before approval.

Materials
Participants responded to the same measures used in 
Study 1: childhood unpredictability (M = 1.88, SD =,97 
α = .91), childhood harshness (M = 3.17, SD = 1.37, α  
= .92), divine forgiveness (M = 3.19, SD = .84, α = .92), 
self-forgiveness (M = 2.60, SD = .71, α = .68), and 

religiosity (M = 4.08, SD = 2.02, α = .78). Note that for 
the self-forgiveness scale, reliability analyses suggested 
that the reverse coded item I have a tendency to hold 
grudges towards myself reduced the reliability of the 
scale, such that we removed it. New to this study was 
the measure of self-control.

Self-control. Self-control was assessed with the 13-item 
brief self-control scale (Tangney et al., 2004). Participants 
responded to items such as I am able to work efficiently 
toward long-term goals, I refuse things that are bad for me, 
and I am lazy (reversed) on a 1 (not at all like me) to 5 
(very much like me) scale. Items were averaged (M = 3.35,  
SD = .68 α = .86).

Results and discussion

First, we assessed the bivariate correlations among the 
measures of childhood unpredictability and harshness, 
divine forgiveness, self-control, and self-forgiveness. 
Correlations among all variables can be found in 
Table 3. Consistent with hypotheses and replicating 
Study 1, childhood unpredictability was negatively asso-
ciated with, whereas divine forgiveness was positively 
associated with self-forgiveness. Again, childhood harsh-
ness was unrelated to self-forgiveness. As expected, 
childhood unpredictability and harshness were 
negatively correlated with self-control, suggesting that 
people who had challenging childhoods have lower self- 
control as adults. Divine forgiveness was positively asso-
ciated with self-control, such that the more people 
experienced a higher power’s forgiveness, the more self- 
control they had.

Next, we assessed the relative contributions of 
childhood unpredictability (centered) and divine for-
giveness (centered) (step 1) and their interaction 
(step 2) via hierarchical regression analyses. See 
Table 4. Both childhood unpredictability and divine 
forgiveness remained significant predictors of self- 
forgiveness, but they did not interact. When control-
ling for religiosity, β = −.06, t(439) = −1.10, p = .274, the 
same pattern of results emerged: childhood unpredict-
ability, β = −.13, t(439) = −2.83, p = .05; divine forgive-
ness, β = .16, t(439) = 2.68, p = .008; interaction, β = .04,  

Table 3. Correlations among variables, Study 2.
1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Childhood Unpredictability – .52*** −.08 −.27*** −.15** −.01
2. Childhood Harshness – −.07 −.14** −.06 .00
3. Divine Forgiveness – .21*** .13** .60***
4. Self-Control – .25*** .12*
5. Self-Forgiveness – .03
6. Religiosity –

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05.
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t(439) = .90, p = .369. These results suggest that people 
who had unpredictable childhoods are less forgiving of 
themselves in adulthood. Independent of that effect, 
the experience of divine forgiveness positively sup-
ports self-forgiveness, insofar as they are positively 
and significantly associated.

Finally, we tested whether the opposing effects of 
childhood unpredictability and divine forgiveness are 
simultaneously mediated by self-control. That is, we 
expected that childhood unpredictability would be 
associated with lower self-control and, therefore, self- 
forgiveness, whereas divine forgiveness would be 
positively associated with higher self-control, and, 
therefore, self-forgiveness. To test this mediation 
model, we employed a path analysis via AMOS 29 
(Arbuckle, 2023) with childhood unpredictability and 
divine forgiveness both predicting self-forgiveness 
directly and as mediated through self-control. See 
Figure 1.

Indirect effects were assessed via 5000-sample boot-
strapping. Self-control partially mediated the link 
between childhood unpredictability and self- 
forgiveness: The indirect effect of self-control was sig-
nificant, b = −.03, 95% CI [−.048, −.013], S.E. = .009, 
p < .001, while the direct effect remained significant 
(represented in Figure 1). For divine forgiveness, the 
mediating effect of self-control on self-forgiveness, 

b = .02, 95% CI [.011, .045], S.E. = .009, p < .001, reduced 
the direct effect to nonsignificant (represented in 
Figure 1, p = .156). The pattern of findings was the 
same when religiosity was included as a control variable.

Study 2 replicated results of Study 1, while finding 
a stronger effect of childhood unpredictability that 
remained significant when taking into account divine 
forgiveness. Specifically, childhood unpredictability was 
negatively associated with, while divine forgiveness was 
positively associated with adults’ tendency to forgive 
themselves. Study 2 also offered insight on one mechan-
ism by which childhood unpredictability and divine for-
giveness may be linked to self-forgiveness – self-control. 
The implication is that although childhood unpredict-
ability and experience of divine forgiveness indepen-
dently predict self-forgiveness, they do so through 
opposite effects on self-control. An unpredictable child-
hood is associated with degraded self-control, but divine 
forgiveness is associated with bolstered self-control, and 
self-control is likely an important antecedent of forgiving 
oneself.

General discussion

Self-forgiveness is an integral part of personal well-being 
(e.g. Fincham & May, 2020; Kim et al., 2022). Illuminating 
the developmental and proximal predictors of self- 

Table 4. Hierarchical multiple regression analysis testing whether childhood unpredictability, divine forgiveness, and their interaction 
predict self-forgiveness, Study 2.

95% CI for B

Variable B LL UL S.E. p-value β R2

Step 1 .037
Childhood Unpredictability −.10 −.168 −.033 .03 .004 −.14
Divine Forgiveness .11 .026 .183 .04 .009 .12
Constant 2.60 2.53 2.66 .03 <.001
Step 2 .039
Childhood Unpredictability −.10 −.167 −.032 .03 .004 −.14
Divine Forgiveness .10 .023 .181 .04 .012 .12
Childhood Unpredictability X Divine Forgiveness .04 −.040 .115 .04 .447 .05
Constant 2.60 2.53 2.67 .03 <.001

Effect of interest highlighted. CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.

Figure 1. Path analysis testing the mediating role of self-control in linking childhood unpredictability and divine forgiveness to self- 
forgiveness. ***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05. Estimates are standardized.
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forgiveness is thus paramount for understanding who is 
likely to or unlikely to experience the benefits of self- 
forgiveness. Across two studies, the current work tested 
and found evidence consistent with the idea that child-
hood unpredictability may undermine, and divine for-
giveness support, self-forgiveness. The opposite effects 
of childhood unpredictability and divine forgiveness 
were mediated by self-control: People who experienced 
higher, versus lower, levels of childhood unpredictability 
were lower in self-control, and, in turn, lower in self- 
forgiveness. Simultaneously, the more that people 
experienced divine forgiveness, the more self-control 
they had, which positively contributed to self- 
forgiveness. This suggests that childhood experiences 
of unpredictability and current experiences of divine 
forgiveness independently contribute to self- 
forgiveness, which appears to be a psychologically 
demanding process that requires self-regulation.

Adding to a growing body of work suggesting that 
childhood unpredictability and harshness differentially 
affect downstream personal and social health outcomes, 
harshness was not associated with self-forgiveness 
whereas unpredictability was. Other work suggests that 
unpredictability, not harshness, is associated with poorer 
psychological well-being (e.g. Maner et al., 2023; 
Martinez et al., 2022) and weaker prosocial tendencies 
(e.g. Chen, 2018; Maranges et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2017). 
In light of the current findings, it may be that people 
who experience high childhood unpredictability face 
more mental health challenges and engage in fewer 
other-focused psychosocial strategies because they 
must cope with the negative affect associated with 
what they perceive as their social and moral failings. 
Put another way, a lack of self-forgiveness by people 
who experienced unpredictable childhoods may act as 
a risk factor for poor psychological and social health. 
Indeed, lower self-forgiveness is associated with lower 
self-esteem and less well-being (Yao et al., 2017), espe-
cially for people who have experienced chronic stress 
(Toussaint et al., 2016). Lower self-forgiveness is also 
associated with poorer quality romantic relationships 
characterized by partners’ feeling less satisfied 
(Pelucchi et al., 2013). Future research should examine 
whether lower self-forgiveness accounts for the relation-
ships between childhood unpredictability and down-
stream mental and social health outcomes.

This work also replicates the finding that divine for-
giveness is positively associated with self-forgiveness, 
while proffering the additional insights that this occurs 
independently of an individual’s childhood experiences 
of unpredictability and through higher levels of self- 
control. But this is not to say that self-regulatory pro-
cesses are the only reasonable mechanism by which 

divine forgiveness contributes positively to self- 
forgiveness. One set of alternative potential mechanisms 
by which divine forgiveness may engender self- 
forgiveness is guilt and shame. Shame entails appraising 
oneself as negative and problematic, whereas guilt 
entails appraising one’s behaviors as negative and pro-
blematic after a transgression (Tangney & Dearing, 2003; 
Tangney et al., 2007). As a result, shame and guilt give 
rise to different motivational tendencies. When people 
experience shame, they tend to avoid dealing with the 
transgression, such as by withdrawing socially (DeLong 
& Kahn, 2014) or refusing to accept responsibility (Fisher 
& Exline, 2006). In contrast, feelings of guilt seem to 
encourage people to engage in approach strategies to 
deal with the transgression, including by taking respon-
sibility (Fisher & Exline, 2006), apologizing (Howell et al.,  
2012), and changing behavior (Tangney et al., 2014). It 
may be that when people feel forgiven by the divine, 
their shame decreases, removing the avoidance barrier 
to engaging in the self-forgiveness process. Indeed, Hall 
and Fincham (2005) proposed that shame may preclude 
self-forgiveness, which has been borne out empirically in 
work demonstrating that shame-proneness is negatively 
related to self-forgiveness tendencies (Carpenter et al.,  
2016).

Considering guilt as a mediator between divine for-
giveness and self-forgiveness may be a little more com-
plicated. As Hall and Fincham (2005) suggested, guilt 
(namely, guilt-proneness) has been linked to more self- 
forgiveness through conciliatory behaviors, as well as 
through behavioral change (Carpenter et al., 2016). 
However, it is unclear whether divine forgiveness 
reduces feelings of guilt, which is theorized to be one 
of many factors that drive seeking divine forgiveness 
(Fincham & May, 2022). Feelings of guilt may then simul-
taneously motivate seeking both self- and divine for-
giveness. Alternatively, or in tandem, gaining the 
forgiveness of God may decrease the negative affect 
associated with guilt while also boosting its concomitant 
approach motivation that is associated with regaining 
moral standing. Theoretically, such a distinction may 
parallel the dual benefits of self-forgiveness itself: 
restoration of personal esteem and reorientation toward 
positive values (Griffin et al., 2018). This distinction spe-
cifically, as well as whether shame and guilt link divine 
forgiveness to self-forgiveness, should be assessed in 
future research.

Although the results of the current work replicate 
across two well-powered studies, there are a few limita-
tions to consider in drawing conclusions. First, the 
majority of participants were mostly White, college 
aged, Christian women. Second, the present investiga-
tion relied on retrospective reports of childhood 
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environments. Although retrospective reports of child-
hood experiences have the strength of capturing the 
perceptions that are likely proximal to the psychological 
experience of self-forgiveness, they may be vulnerable 
to biased memories or socially desirable responding. 
Finally, we assessed variables concurrently. 
Accordingly, future research should aim to replicate the 
finding that childhood unpredictability and divine for-
giveness predict self-forgiveness in opposite directions 
through self-control in more diverse samples and long-
itudinally, to both capture unpredictability in childhood 
and to assess how childhood environments and divine 
forgiveness predict self-control and self-forgiveness over 
time.

Notwithstanding those limitations, this work is the first 
to demonstrate that childhood unpredictability and 
divine forgiveness are associated with self-forgiveness 
through self-control but in opposite directions. People 
who experienced highly unpredictable childhoods have 
lower self-control as adults, and, in turn, tend to be less 
forgiving of their own transgressions. Simultaneously, 
though, divine forgiveness may bolster self-control, 
which is associated with more self-forgiveness. This work 
underscores that early developmental context is impor-
tant in shaping, and divine forgiveness is important in 
encouraging self-forgiveness, which is a demanding pro-
cess that requires self-regulation.
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