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Impact of personality on vengeance and forgiveness

in young adults

Abstract

This study aimed to identify personality traits that affect vengeful and forgiving behavior
among young adults. Big Five Personality Inventory, Vengeance Scale and Trait
Forgiveness Scale were administered to 159 male and female students selected by using
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convenient sampling technique to have a base-line data for the study. Overall, agreeableness

trait predicted forgiveness. Vengeance showed significant negative correlation with
agreeableness, conscientiousness and openness. Whereas Independent T-test indicated that
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personality traits plays crucial role in determining vengeful and forgiving behaviors in

contrast to gender in young adults.
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Introduction

Our modern era is obsessed with a belief in vengeance. Media
is endlessly bombarding society with depictions of supposedly
“sweet” vengeance. Entertainment channels in Pakistan are spreading
desperation and despair in society by focusing on bitter realities and
sufferings of life and promoting vengeance as the last resort to end
those sufferings. People do not seem tended to forgive others and
are more likely choose to ignore forgiveness. Apathy is replacing
empathy and people are becoming indifferent to the sufferings of
others. Vengeance has been the central theme of many TV dramas
like “Kadurat” Darmiyan” Intekam” ‘“Mera Sultan” getting aired
on Pakistani entertainment channels, as they do not present the
reality but somehow are a reflection and representation of a reality
in a twisted way and are influencing people’s behaviors, perceptions
and their personalities.! The desire for vengeance and capability to
forgive are universal human psychological endowments.? In terms
of personality correlates, vengefulness and forgiveness has been
shown to be associated with Big Five components of personality.’
McCullough et al.,® found that vengeance has positive correlation
with neuroticism and negative correlation with agreeableness unlike
forgiveness which is positively correlated with agreeableness and
negatively with vengeance.”” Skarlicki et al.,'® discovered that
in comparison to people who are stable and agreeable, neurotic
and disagreeable individuals are more likely to retaliate against
perceived acts of injustice and find it difficult to forget about negative
experiences.'" Studies indicate that forgivingness and extraversion has
a positive association as forgivingness is characterized as a proclivity
to get over the negative emotions of unforgivingness with positive
emotions.'> According to a hypothesis by Exline," individuals might
choose forgiveness because forgiveness is an act that is in sync with
their moral code. In such decision- based forgiveness, forgiveness is
possibly motivated by conscientiousness rather than by empathy and
positive affect.® S In many studies, forgiveness unlike vengeance
has been linked with positive emotions such as trust, love, kindness,
sympathy, selflessness, as openness trait categorized attributes
adventurous interests, imaginative, insightful, tender-mindedness and
sympathy, forgiveness and openness showed positive association with
each other.”'¢17

Several theories included trait dimension related to affection,
kindness, empathy, selflessness are traits thatare features of forgiveness,

such as Big Five model of personality includes trait Agreeableness;?
intimacy motivation from McAdams’s theory.! These theories also
include a domain related with self-auspice or the sensing of threats,
such traits might be considered as a feature of vengeful behavior and
include domains like neuroticism in the Big Five model and power
motivation in McAdams’s theory.'® Reiss et al.,'” identified 16 root
factors to fundamental motivation, of which vengeance (defined as
the desire to get even or win) is one. Applying sensitivity theory to the
concept of fundamental motivations and media comportments, Reiss
& Wiltz? suggest that truculent people watch bellicose programs
because such shows arouse feelings of vindication, which, in turn,
gratifies their rudimentary desire for vengeance.

Literature on vengeance indicates that vengeance might alter
with gender, age and power difference.?'*? Stuckless & Goranson®
suggested that men have higher tendencies than women toward
both vengeance and trait anger and men are more likely to punish
opponents who had behaved unfairly and are more inclined toward
aggressive behavior than women, particularly when it physically
harms another person.?*

Despite the increasing trend of taking revenge and lacking
forgiveness in Pakistani society and significance of the topic from
psychological context it still lacks importance among Pakistani
researchers. By recognizing the relationship of personality traits with
revenge and forgiveness, we will be able to educate people about its
functions and promote and raise awareness about positive behaviors
like forgiveness, empathy and altruism. Since most of the studies were
conducted in Europe on this topic, the fundamental purpose of the study
is to see how well data from Pakistan support the western literature
on personality, vengeance and forgiveness. Secondly by carrying this
research we will be able to find out how people who seek revenge
and forgiveness differ on personality traits and which personality
trait i.e. openness, extraversion, neuroticism, agreeableness and
conscientiousness determine vengeance and forgiveness.

Hypotheses

1. Neuroticism trait and vengeance has statistically significant
negative relationship with forgiveness.

2. Neuroticism trait is a statistically significant predictor of
vengeance in individuals.
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3. Personality traits openness, extraversion, conscientiousness and
agreeableness of Big-five inventory are statistically significant
predictors of forgiveness.

4. Vengeance has a statistically negative relationship between
personality traits openness, extraversion, conscientiousness and
agreeableness of Big-five inventory.

5. Men compared to women, have significantly higher scores on
vengefulness, but lower on measures of forgiveness.

Method

Sample

The sample consisted of 159 participants, males (M=73.2, SD=17)
and females (M=32.4 SD=6.2) university students between the
age range of 21 and 29 from the University of Management and
Technology. Participants were enrolled in different programs
including, Psychology, Mass Media Communication, Architecture,
Textile Designing and Business programs.

Measures

Big Five Inventory*: BFI (Big Five Inventory) consisted of 44 item
personality inventory, used to measure five dimensions of personality,
i.e. Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism and
Openness. Participants responded to statements on a 5- point likert
scale; strongly disagree = 1 to strongly agree = 5. Each subscale
consists of 8-10 items. Authors reported internal consistencies of .75
to .88 for each subscale.”

Vengeance Scale”: Vengeance Scale consisted of 20 items was used
to measure the attitude of participants towards Vengeance. Participants
responded to statements on a 7- point likert scale; strongly disagree
=1 to strongly agree = 7. High scores indicated greater level of
vengeance. Stuckless & Goranson,? the authors of the scale reported
a Cronbach’s alpha of .92.

Trait Forgivingness Scale’: The 10 item version of Trait Forgivingness
Scale, measure of dispositional forgivingness was used. Participants
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responded to statements on a 5- point likert scale; strongly disagree =
1 to strongly agree =5, with a Cronbach’s alpha of o = .80. High score
indicated greater level of forgiveness.

Procedure

An authority letter from the institute of Psychology, Beaconhouse
National University, Lahore explaining the nature of the research
and request for the permission of data collection was taken to seek
permission from head of the University.

A total of N=159 participants, age ranged 21-29 were selected
by using a convenient sampling technique. Data were collected in
spring semester 2014 at the university campus during university hours
Participants were approached in their classes with the permission of
relevant teachers. They were briefed about the research and requested
to participate in this study. Consent was taken from the participants after
having explained them the aim and nature of research. Demographic
information regarding participants’ age, course of studies and level
of semester in which they were enrolled at the university was taken.
After that Trait Forgiveness Scale, Vengeance Scale and Big Five
Inventory were given to participants in a sequence. It took participants
35-40minutes to complete their responses.

Results

On the basis of entire sample of (N= 159), an account of the
overall descriptive statistics is given below (Table 1). The relationship
between vengeance and forgiveness was significantly negative, as
theoretically expected. It means individuals who are vengeful were
less vulnerable to forgive others. Vengeance has strongly negative
relation with agreeableness, conscientiousness and openness, i.e.
vengeful individuals were more prone to disagree with others and
vice versa. Relationship of forgiveness with agreeableness was highly
positive and negative with neuroticism: forgiving individuals were
more likely to agree with others. The correlation among variables
made psychological sense and were theoretically in line. This shows
that subjects participated honestly in the research and data was
discrete, non- random and credible.

Table | Mean, Standard Deviation and Correlation Matrix of the Study Variables (N=159)

Variables M (SD) A C N (o] F \4

| E 26.1 (5.3) -0.03 .18% -.16* 27k 0.07 -0.08
2 A 32.7 (4.8) 3|k -0.03 A |k 34k - 47w
3 C 30.5 (5.4) 22w 27k 0.03 27w
4 N 24.0(5.6) 0.01 - 19%* 0.02

5 o 35.2(5.1) 0.13 -.28%r
6 F 31.7(6.3) - 48rx
7 \% 70.8 (16.8)

Note: E: Extraversion, A: Agreeableness, C: Conscientiousness, N: Neuroticism, O: Openness, F: Forgiveness,V:Vengeance

#p <0.05, #p <0.01, **p <0.001

Table 2 Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Neuroticism as a Predictor of Vengeance

Vengeance
Variables B
Constant 68.7
Neuroticism 0.08
R
F

SE B
5.8

0.23 0.02
0.02

0.12

#p<0.05,N=159
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Table 3 Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Openness, Conscientiousness, Agreeableness and Extraversion as Predictors of Forgiveness

Forgiveness

Variables R F B SE B
Constant 0.01 26.1 34
Openness 2.7 0.16 0.09 0.13
Constant 0.03 30.5 28
Conscientiousness 0.19 0.04 0.09 0.03
Constant 0.11 17 32
Agreeableness 21.0*% 0.44 0.09 0.34
Constant 0.07 29.3 2.5
Extraversion 0.99 0.09 0.09 0.07
*»<0.05, N=159
Table 4 Vengeance and Forgiveness Scores of Males and Females (N=159)
Males (n= 80) Females (n=79)
Variables M(SD) M(SD) t P
Vengeance 73.2(17.0) 68.3(16.5) 1.8 007
Forgiveness 32.4(6.2) 31.1(6.3) 1.8 0.2

H1: Neuroticism trait and vengeance has statistically significant
negative relationship with forgiveness.

Table 1 shows that forgiveness has a high and inverse correlation
with neuroticism trait and vengeance (r=-.19,p <.01), (r=- .48, p <
.001). This supported the above hypothesis.

H2: Vengeance has a statistically negative relationship between
personality traits openness, extraversion, conscientiousness and
agreeableness of Big-5 model.

Table 1 shows that vengeance has a strong and inverse correlation
with conscientiousness trait agreeableness trait and openness trait (r =
- 47, p<.001), (r=-.27,p <.001), (r=- .28, p <.001). There was
an inverse correlation between extraversion trait and vengeance but it
was not significant ( = - .47, p > .05). Thus this partially supported
the above hypothesis.

H3: Neuroticism trait is a statistically significant predictor of
vengeance in individuals.

Taking leads from the findings of Table 1, hierarchical regression
analysis was run to estimate the affect of neuroticism trait on
vengeance. Result shows Neuroticism (f= .02, p>.05) not as a
predictor of vengeance. This means that trait of neuroticism do not
predicts vengeance (F=.127, p>.05). The overall model showed that
only 6% of vengeance can be explained through targeted variable
(Table 2).

H4: Personality traits Openness, Extraversion, Conscientiousness
and Agreeableness of Big-five inventory are statistically significant
predictors of forgiveness.

In Table 3, result shows Openness trait (5= .13, p>.05) not as a
predictor of forgiveness. This means that trait of openness do not
predicts forgiveness (F=2.7, p>.05). The overall model showed that
only 13% of forgiveness can be explained through targeted variable.
Conscientiousness trait (f= .03, p>.05) was also found as not a
predictor of forgiveness. This means that trait of conscientiousness
do not predicts forgiveness (F=.19, p>.05). The overall model
showed that only 5% of forgiveness can be explained through
targeted variable. Result shows agreeableness (= .34, p<.001) as a
predictor of forgiveness. This means that trait of agreeableness do
predicts forgiveness (F=21.0*, p<.001). The overall model showed
that 34% of forgiveness can be explained through targeted variable

(Table 3). Result shows extraversion (= .07, p>.05) not as a predictor
of forgiveness. This means that trait of extraversion do not predicts
forgiveness (F=.99, p>.05). The overall model showed that 6% of
forgiveness can be explained through targeted variable (Table 3).

HS: Men compared to women, have significantly higher scores on
vengefulness, but lower on measures of forgiveness

An Independent Sample t-Test showed that there was not a
significant difference (p > .05) on vengeance and forgiveness between
males and females. Thus this rejected the above hypothesis (Table 4).

Discussion

Overall relationship among the psychological variables of the study
indicated that most of the variables displayed sufficient dispersion
of scores indicating that the sample comprised of general group of
people rather than selected one. These variables predicted well and
yielded meaningful psychological indices of correlation. Interestingly
all the variables were interrelated and made psychological sense.

The key finding of the study is that vengeance and forgiveness
were negatively correlated (r = - .48, p < .001) in accordance with
the study by Hope®> who found that vengeance and forgiveness are
two different behavioral adaptations, a person who seeks vengeance
cannot forgive and is less vulnerable to forgiveness.

Vengeance showed strong and inverse correlation with
agreeableness trait (= - .47, p <.001). This finding is consistent with
that of McCullough,® who found vengefulness and Agreeableness
to be negatively associated with each other. It means that vengeful
people are tend to disagree with others more. Vengeance showed
strong and inverse correlation between conscientiousness trait (» = -
.27, p <.001) which is consistent the finding of McCullough ¢, who
found vengeance as negatively associated with conscientiousness.
As conscientiousness includes attributes such as having general
choice and will,* vengefulness will be more decision based despite
of negative effect. McCullough et al. ¢ found negative relationship of
vengeance with openness which supports the finding that vengeance
has a strong and inverse correlation with openness trait (r = - .28, p <
.001) and make logical sense as openness trait refers to openness
to experience, imagination, attributes like having wide interests,
insightful, tender-mindedness and being sympathetic.?® Extraversion
envelops more specific attributes as talkative, enthusiastic, energetic,
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outgoing and assertiveness. Several studies shows that positive
traits influence more forgiveness as compared to vengeance,?’
which supports the finding that vengeance has inverse correlation
between extroversion but it was not significant (» = - .47, p > .05).
Hence it partially supported the finding as it gave the direction of the
variables. Various studies found neurotic individuals are more likely
to experience negative effect, as they have tendency to ruminate
which results in difficulty to forget about negative experiences.!
Moreover, they are sensitive to negative experiences and as a result
are easily angered and offended.”®* This combination of qualities
may trigger neurotics for vengeance. McCullough et al. ¢ found out
that vengefulness has positive association with Neuroticism. Results
contradicts the finding of this study as neuroticism (= .02, p>.05) is
not a predictor of vengeance. This means that trait of neuroticism do
not predicts vengeance (F=.127, p>.05). The overall model showed
that only 6% of vengeance can be explained through targeted variable.
Though the correlation between neuroticism and vengeance Table 2
showed a positive relationship but it was not significant.

Forgiveness showed high and inverse correlation between
neuroticism trait (» = - .19, p < .01). This finding is consistent
with that of ' who found negative association of neuroticism with
forgiveness,**! as neuroticism is a tendency to experience negative
effects, such as stress, anxiety, depression and proneness to worry.>
McCullough et al.* found forgives positively correlated with
agreeableness. This supports the finding that agreeableness (=
.34, p<.001) is a predictor of forgiveness. This means that trait of
agreeableness predicts forgiveness (F=21.0*%, p<.001). The overall
model showed that 34% of forgiveness can be explained through
targeted variable. Results showed that extraversion (f= .07, p>.05) is
not a predictor of forgiveness. This means that trait of extraversion do
not predicts forgiveness (F=.99, p>.05). The overall model showed
that 6% of forgiveness can be explained through targeted variable.
Though it gave us the positive direction between two variables but it
was not significant. Studies indicate that there is a positive association
between forgiveness and extraversion as forgiveness is characterized as
a tendency to overcome the negative emotions with positive emotions
and forgiveness can be or is one mechanism partly responsible for the
relative happiness of extroverted people over time.'>* This concludes
that forgiveness disposition is positively associated with various traits
connected to positive and pro-social affects (agreeableness, empathic
concern, perspective taking, and extroversion). Conscientiousness
(p= .03, p>.05) was found as not a predictor of forgiveness. This
means that trait of conscientiousness do not predicts forgiveness
(F=.19, p>.05). The overall model showed that only 5% of forgiveness
can be explained through targeted variable. Exline' found that some
individuals choose forgiveness because forgiveness is an act that is in
accordance with their moral code and is religiously motivated.!31433
In such decision- based forgiveness, forgiving behavior is possibly
motivated by conscientiousness trait instead of empathy or positive
affect. Various studies found forgiveness as positively correlated with
openness trait but associations have been weak and unstable across
studies.*”?73* This finding is consistent with the result that openness
(p= .13, p>.05) is not a predictor of forgiveness. This means that
trait of openness do not always predicts forgiveness (F=2.7, p>.05).
Overall model showed that only 13% of forgiveness can be explained
through targeted variable. Though correlation between two variables
showed positive relationship (Table 3).

One main thing that can be concluded from above results
especially from non-significant relationship of neuroticism trait and
conscientiousness trait with vengeance is that vengefulness and
forgiving behavior is likely to be the choice of matter among Pakistani

Copyright:
©2015 Bajwa et al.

young adults. As most of the Pakistani culture is influenced by the
religion and its moral teachings and values, study by Exline," also
supports that individuals choose forgiveness because it is an act that is
in sync with people’s moral code. Further if a person has any negative
traits that doesn’t mean he/she has strong vulnerability of acting
vengefully.

An Independent Sample t-Test (Table 3) showed that there was nota
significant difference (p > .05) on vengeance and forgiveness between
males and females. This contradicts with the finding of Stuckless
& Goranson »? who suggested that men have higher tendencies
than women toward vengeance, trait anger and unforgivingness. As
Pakistan has diverse culture and population sample taken in this study
was representation of an educational background of young people, as
education and age affects a lot one’s way of perceiving and thinking
through things. Western literature on vengeance also indicated that
vengeance might alter with age.?!"*

Conclusion

Personality traits i.e. Neuroticism, Extraversion, Agreeableness,
Openness, Conscientiousness showed impact on vengeance and
forgiveness which sounds psychologically logical. Neuroticism
linked positive relationship with vengeance and negative with
forgiveness. Whereas traits with positive affect such as Extraversion,
Agreeableness, Openness showed negative relationship with
vengeance and positive relationship with forgiveness. Though the
conscientiousness trait which considered as more decision-making,
willful and religiously influenced showed positive relation with
forgiveness and strongly negative relationship with vengeance (p <
.001). Further, personality traits contributes more in vengeful and
forgiving behaviors as compared to gender differences in young
adults.

Limitations and suggestions

Sample of the present study was limited to only one university and
student population. However a large pool of participants with different
demographics i.e. age, educational background could have been more
helpful in providing more insight to the study. Further interviews with
the participants could have provided with more detailed result and
we would have been able to compare the Pakistani data with western
literature on large scale.

Implications of the findings

The present study bears implication for psychological health and
well being of people. To educate people about vengeance and its
functions and promote and raise awareness about positive behaviors
like forgiveness, sympathy, empathy and altruism. It is recommended
that one’s attitude of compassion may be fostered to help them practice
forgiveness, sympathy, empathy and altruism in daily life. This will
also provide insight about human virtues and how to persevere
positively amongst such an onslaught of effect of media.

Recommendations for future studies

i. It would be beneficial to investigate the impact of vengeance
and forgiveness in more controlled conditions that would reveal
comprehensive results.

ii. Present study can also be extends to different populations, to get
more insight regarding the topic.

iii. In light of findings of this study, future researches should explore
ways to promote forgiveness.
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