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We tested whether narrating growth from transgressions was associated with increased well-being,
self-compassion, and forgiveness. Study 1 was cross-sectional (N = 118). Studies 2 and 3 were
short-term longitudinal (N’s = 77 and 88). Study 1 revealed positive associations between narrating
growth and well-being. Study 2 replicated Study 1 and growth-oriented narration was associated with
increased self-compassion and forgiveness at session 2 beyond expected levels given session 1 scores.
Study 3 replicated some Study 2 findings and growth-oriented narration was once again associated with
increased self-compassion at session 2 beyond expected levels given session 1 scores. We discuss how
growth-oriented narration in specific types of events may be associated with changes in specific forms
of adaptive functioning and gender differences.
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1. Introduction events tend to score high on a variety of forms of positive function-
Harming others may present particular types of challenges to
the self. For example, although most us believe that it is wrong
to hurt others, in the course of our complex social lives most of
us will harm someone else (Pasupathi & Wainryb, 2010).
Transgressions that contradict one’s beliefs about what is right
may undermine one’s sense of being a decent, morally upstanding
person. Beyond challenging the self our transgressions also create
opportunities to develop insight into the complexity of self, others,
and social situations (Pasupathi & Wainryb, 2010; see also
Baumeister, Stillwell, & Wotman, 1990; Stillwell & Baumeister,
1997). Because they may challenge the self in particular ways
and they may present distinct developmental opportunities trans-
gressions may be a distinct category of experience.

One of the ways that people may feel better about themselves
after transgressing and tap into the developmental opportunities
linked to transgressing is by forming insights about
personal-growth from their transgressions. Researchers who take
a narrative perspective on personality and positive functioning
have shown that people who narrate growth from challenging
ing such as ego-development, psychological well-being, and wis-
dom (e.g. Bauer & McAdams, 2004a; Mansfield, McLean, &
Lilgendahl, 2010; Pals, 2006a; Pals & McAdams, 2004). However,
very little work has examined whether narrating growth from a
specific type of event may be associated with gains in some domains
of positive functioning as opposed to others (for preliminary work
in this direction see Lilgendahl, McLean, & Mansfield, 2013;
Mansfield et al., 2010).

In the studies presented here we sought to broaden our under-
standing of what well-being and positive functioning can mean in
the context of a distinct type of event, a transgression. We focused
on transgressions because of the tension they can create between a
person’s actions and his or her values and moral beliefs. We also
focused on transgressions because of their potential relationships
to particular aspects of adaptive functioning. We tested the extent
to which individual differences in narrating growth from past
transgressions was associated with three different forms of posi-
tive functioning, feeling good about the self, being compassionate
toward the self, and being forgiving of others.

2. Constructing an understanding of self and experience in
narratives of personal transgressions: Narrating as a meaning-
making process

One way that people may be able to resolve the tensions created
by transgressing and feel better about themselves after transgress-
ing is by narrating how they have grown and changed for the
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better from the experience. Narrating is a process by which people
recall and organize the elements of a past experience in story form
(Bruner, 1990). When narrating, people recall the details of that
experience and create a chronologically structured, causal account
that can render negative experiences more coherent and
understandable. Such accounts also necessarily articulate more
subjective aspects of experiences. These subjective aspects may
include interpretations about what the narrator felt, planned, and
hoped. They may include interpretations regarding what the expe-
rience signifies about the narrator as a person, or interpretations
about the characteristics of others who were involved (McLean,
Pasupathi, & Pals, 2007; Pasupathi, 2001).

When people interpret what happened in an event as arising
from stable aspects of the self, or as causing a change in the self,
they create causal connections between the self and that event
(Habermas & Paha, 2001; McLean & Pasupathi, 2011; Pasupathi,
Mansour, & Brubaker, 2007). Causal connections convey people’s
beliefs about their own stable and changing characteristics in rela-
tion to some experience. These beliefs may be couched in positive
or negative terms and their valence matters. For example, making
more negative causal connections in stories of low point events is
associated with low psychological well-being, high depression,
anxiety, and stress (Banks & Salmon, 2013).

Causal connections that denote positive change in narratives of
negative events are important for creating a sense of healthy
growth and positive self-transformation (Lilgendahl & McAdams,
2011). A story that features such growth causal connections may
be especially beneficial when narrating transgressions. Indeed,
past research indicates that forming those types of connections is
associated with adaptive outcomes concurrently (Bauer &
McAdams, 2004a; Bauer, McAdams, & Sakaeda, 2005; Lilgendahl
& McAdams, 2011; McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, Patten, &
Bowman, 2001; Pals, 2006a) and prospectively (Bauer &
McAdams, 2010, see also Adler, 2012). Indeed, our subjective inter-
pretations have the power to make use of negative history in the
service of a more optimistic future. That is, when one does some-
thing bad, the act can become an inspiration for personal growth
(Lilgendahl et al., 2013; Pals, 2006a, 2006b). Narrative interpreta-
tion is a powerful mechanism for self-development because it
may facilitate personal growth and personal understanding.
3. Self and social constructs that are potentially linked to
narrating growth from transgressions: Psychological well-
being, self-compassion, and forgiveness of others

People are less likely to disclose their transgressions than other
types of negative experiences (Pasupathi, McLean, & Weeks, 2009).
This suggests that people may view their transgressions as poten-
tially threatening to self or social relationships. In the current stud-
ies, we were broadly interested in understanding the extent to
which interpreting growth in transgression narratives was associ-
ated with positivity in self-understanding and social relatedness
after transgressing. Working from the notion that transgressions
may be a distinct category of experience with unique developmen-
tal affordances (Pasupathi & Wainryb, 2010), we examined
relationships between narrating growth and three constructs that
we theorized were relevant for transgressions: psychological
well-being; self-compassion; and forgiveness of others.

Psychological well-being (Ryff, 1989) is a multicomponent
construct, which goes beyond merely assessing one’s life as satisfy-
ing, or tending to experience positive affect over negative affect.
Psychological well-being includes a set of beliefs that one can
develop one’s true potential, that one has positive relationships,
that one can regulate behaviors from internal standards, that
one is effectively pursuing goals that are meaningful to the
autonomous self, that one is able to maximize personal fit with
the environment, and that one accurately understands and accepts
his or her own actions, and motivations (Ryff & Singer, 2008).

Narrating growth from transgressions may help people believe
that he or she can maintain current and future relationships
despite their complications, and that he or she is able to effectively
pursue meaningful interpersonal goals in the future. Thus, narrat-
ing growth may be central to reconstructing memories of trans-
gressions in ways that support a sense that the self is ‘‘becoming
better all the time’’ (Ross & Wilson, 2003). By contrast, narrating
a story of how one has changed in negative ways may detract from
positive self-understanding and be reflected in lower scores on
psychological well-being. Thus, we expected that people who nar-
rated positive, growth connections, in transgression stories would
score higher on psychological well-being. We expected that people
who narrated negative, growth-limiting causal connections, would
score lower on psychological well-being.

Moving beyond prior literature that has primarily focused on
general well-being (e.g. Mansfield et al., 2010), we also examined
relations between personal growth in transgressions and
self-compassion (Neff, 2003). Self-compassion is conceptually
distinct from psychological well-being. Whereas psychological
well-being is based on a set of beliefs about the self,
self-compassion is based on healthy ways of treating the self when
one does the wrong thing or breaks one’s code of ethics. By
‘‘encouraging change where needed and rectifying harmful or
unproductive behavior patterns’’ (Neff, 2003, p. 225),
self-compassionate individuals desire and strive for well-being
even when they have done the wrong thing.

Self-compassion is composed of three elements: (1) treating the
self with kindness, (2) seeing one’s imperfections as part of the
human condition, and (3) being mindful of both positivity and neg-
ativity when considering the self (Neff & McGehee, 2010).
Narrating growth from personal transgressions may support those
elements of self-compassion. Making positive interpretations
about how the self has changed without letting one’s self off the
hook for the harmful action may push people to balance positive
and negative information about the self. Furthermore, fostering a
sense of positive change through stories about transgressions
may be linked to treating the self with understanding and kindness
as opposed to being punitive and harshly judging the self. Thus, we
expected that people who narrated growth-promoting causal
connections would score higher on self-compassion than those
who narrated growth-limiting causal connections.

Again moving beyond intrapersonal psychological well-being to
other broad markers of positive functioning, we theorized that nar-
rating growth from personal transgressions would be associated
with people being more forgiving of those who had harmed him
or her in the past. In the current studies we used an
empathy-based conceptualization of forgiveness (McCullough,
Worthington, & Rachal, 1997; McCullough et al., 1998). This
approach assesses the extent to which people are forgiving of a
harmful act perpetrated against them by a person that they are
interpersonally close to. In this approach forgiveness is not seen
as a personality characteristic. We reasoned that after narrating
growth from one’s own past transgressions an individual may be
more likely to empathize with and be forgiving of one who had
caused him or her harm in the past. This is because narrating
growth entails taking some level of responsibility for one’s own
harmful actions but doing so while making interpretations about
becoming better from that experience. Such meaning-making
may be associated with greater empathy for others because it
may foster the idea that all people, even those who have harmed
us, are imperfect and potentially capable of positive change.

To our knowledge no research has examined how narrating
growth from one’s own perpetration experiences (i.e.
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transgressions) is related to interpersonal forgiveness. Yet one
study on writing about being harmed suggests that growth-
related narrative processes are associated with increased forgive-
ness. In that study, benefit finding, such as interpreting the self
as becoming wiser and growing as a result of being harmed was
associated with increased forgiveness of perpetrators
(McCullough, Root, & Cohen, 2006).

3.1. Overview of studies

In the three studies presented here, we tested the extent to
which between-person variability in interpreting growth in
transgression narratives was associated with differences in
positivity in self-understanding (psychological well-being and
self-compassion) and relational functioning (forgiveness of others).
The primary objective of Study 1 was to establish whether narrat-
ing growth was positively associated with psychological
well-being, a measure that encompasses a variety of ways of
positively relating to the self. In Studies 2 and 3 we added
self-compassion as another specific measure of positively relating
to the self. We also added forgiveness of others as a way to tap
positive relational functioning. Study 2 tested whether narrating
growth was associated with increased well-being, self-
compassion, and forgiveness of others above and beyond scores
on those measures collected one month earlier. Consistent with
past research on the prospective benefits of narrating growth, in
Study 3, we tested whether differences in narrating growth
(making growth-promoting vs. growth-limiting connections) were
associated with increases in psychological well-being,
self-compassion, and forgiveness of others over a one-month time
frame (Bauer & McAdams, 2010; see also, King, Scollon, Ramsey, &
Williams, 2000). We collected data from undergraduate samples
for each of the studies as an initial step in determining the extent
to which narrating growth in transgressions might be associated
with psychological well-being, self-compassion, and forgiveness
of others.
4. Study 1: Is narrating growth associated with psychological
well-being?

Our primary aim in Study 1 was to establish whether narrating
growth in stories of personal transgressions was related to psycho-
logical well-being. We used Ryff’s (1989) conceptualization of psy-
chological well-being. It is appropriate in relation to transgressing
because it taps facets of functioning that should be supported by
stories of growth from transgression. We also explored whether
frequency of causal connections in transgression narratives was
related to well-being. While making some connections between
the transgression and self should be adaptive, making many
connections may suggest unhealthy pre-occupation or
over-identification with the experience (Pasupathi & Wainryb,
2010). Thus, we took an exploratory approach to testing relations
between number of causal connections and well-being. We
hypothesized that narrating growth would be positively associated
with psychological well-being.

4.1. Approach to causal connections

We have used two approaches to examine the implications of
how people narrate transgressions for adaptive outcomes in past
studies (Lilgendahl et al., 2013; Mansfield et al., 2010). Lilgendahl
et al. (2013) coded narratives for the dichotomous pres-
ence/absence of growth causal connections and negative causal
connections (Lilgendahl et al., 2013). Thirty percent of that sample
made growth connections whereas 10.7% made negative
connections. Narrating growth was associated with low neuroti-
cism but associations with psychological well-being were not
tested.

Using a 1–5 scoring system, Mansfield et al. (2010) coded trans-
gression narratives at the overall story-level for presence of
‘‘growth limiting’’ (negative conclusions about the self from the
transgression) to ‘‘growth promoting’’ themes (positive conclu-
sions about the self from the transgression). We found that though
the direction of the relationship between narrating growth and
well-being was positive, it was not statistically significant.

This work suffers from two limitations. First, scoring growth at
the level of the narrative obscures the frequency with which peo-
ple make connections (Mansfield et al., 2010). As a potential signal
of rumination, frequency of (positive vs. negative) connections may
have implications for well-being when narrating a transgression.
Thus, in the current study we explored relations between the
quantity of causal connections and well-being.

Second, and somewhat paradoxically, coding growth at the
theme or narrative-level (reading the entire narrative and provid-
ing a global rating of growth), as opposed to the causal connection
(micro, sentence-level), might not precisely capture the
growth-promoting (or limiting) quality of the narrative. Although
there are a number of methods for coding growth at the theme
and narrative level (Mansfield et al., 2010; see also Bauer &
McAdams, 2010), we used a more micro-level approach. In a fash-
ion similar to Lilgendahl et al. (2013), we anticipated that first
identifying each causal connection then assessing the growth pro-
moting nature of each connection would provide a more precise
measure of the growth-quality of the narrative. Hence, we first
identified individual causal connections within each narrative
and then coded them for the extent to which they reflected growth
on a 1 (negative interpretations about self) to 5 scale (positive
interpretations about self) where the midpoint reflected mixed evi-
dence for growth limiting and promoting interpretations about the
self.

4.2. Study 1: Method

4.2.1. Participants
Undergraduate psychology students (N = 120) were recruited to

participate in a study examining ‘‘narrative processing of difficult
life events’’ in exchange for course credit. We analyzed data for
people who completed their narrative and survey (2 participants
were dropped because they failed to complete substantial portions
of the study, leaving a final sample of 118, female = 81).
Participants were primarily European American (83.9%); age ran-
ged from 18 to 53 (M = 20.3; SD = 4.89).

4.2.2. Measures
4.2.2.1. Psychological well-being scale (Ryff, 1989). We used an
18-item form (3 items from each subscale) of the Psychological
Well-being scale to assess overall well-being (a = .74). This
widely-used, Likert-type measure has good test–retest reliability
and displays convergent validity with measures like internal con-
trol, self-esteem, life satisfaction, and positive and negative affec-
tivity (Ryff, 1989). Participants provide responses on a 1
(strongly disagree)–5 (strongly agree) scale that measures six
dimensions of psychological well-being. Examples from the sub-
scales that tap each dimension of psychological well-being include;
‘‘In general I feel confident and positive about myself’’
(self-acceptance); ‘‘In general, I feel that I continue to learn more
about myself as time goes by’’ (personal growth); ‘‘I feel good when
I think of what I’ve done in the past and what I hope to do in the
future’’ (purpose in life); ‘‘Most people see me as loving and affec-
tionate’’ (positive relations with others); ‘‘My decisions are not
usually influenced by what everyone else is doing’’ (autonomy);



Table 1
Examples of causal connection growth codes.

Growth score Description and examples

1 – Growth limiting Connections were considered growth limiting (1) when the interpretations about the self were highly negative and appeared to hinder
personal growth by keeping the individual enmeshed in the experience. For example, ‘‘I think that what I learned about myself is that I don’t
love my family and this shows me that I am someone who is not worthy to be loved by someone else’’

2 – Somewhat growth
limiting

Connections were somewhat growth limiting (2) when they were interpreted with negativity and enmeshment as their primary features
(though not as exclusively negative as interpretations that received a score of one) or there was some the experiences were narrated as
occurring in domains of life that the reporter ceased to see as central to the self. For example, ‘‘Even though this incident has shown me some
things about myself and has helped me to be a deeper thinking person I still feel very guilty and ashamed because ultimately it says that I am
vindictive and mean and I think that is bad’’

3 – Neutral Connections were scored as neutral (3) when they were neither clearly growth limiting nor growth-promoting and had features of mixed
positive and negative affect. For example: ‘‘This has shown me that I am not the type of person who can steal, that I have to be better than that.
I still feel very badly about taking that ring. To this day I relive that moment when I chose to steal, and although I know that I would not do it
again I wonder about how morally strong I actually am’’

4 – Somewhat growth-
promoting

Connections were scored as somewhat growth-promoting (4) when they had more positive than negative characteristics but were not
exclusively positive. These causal connections were generally more positive and were more clearly reports of learning self-efficacy or
strength than are those that would be coded one, two, or three. ‘‘Although I know that lying was wrong and I sometimes feel badly about it
and it shows that I am sometimes a dishonest person, I would not go back and change what I did. The friends that I lost and lessons that I
learned. . ..are too valuable to who I am now, a stronger and more honest person than I was’’

5 – Growth-promoting Connections were considered growth-promoting (5) when the interpretation of the influence of the experience on the self revealed a
previously undiscovered resource or strength that is narrated with primarily positive affect. For example, ‘‘After this event I became more
independent and I began to see others around me in a more objective way. I feel like I have matured and grown and although it was an odd thing
to have done I am happier and better because of it’’

72 C.D. Mansfield et al. / Journal of Research in Personality 58 (2015) 69–83
and ‘‘In general I feel I am in charge of the situation in which I live’’
(environmental mastery).
4.2.2.2. Causal connections and growth score coding. When develop-
ing the coding scheme the first and third authors met on several
occasions and discussed proper definitions for causal connections
that were based on past research and how to best define a
growth-limiting and growth-promoting causal connection (e.g.
Mansfield et al., 2010; Pals, 2006a). The growth coding scheme
we used was refined by the first and third authors from a reliable
coding system (Mansfield et al., 2010; see also Sales, Merrill, &
Fivush, 2013). Once the first and third authors were consistently
able to apply the coding scheme to a subset of transgression narra-
tives and agree the majority of the time on the growth limit-
ing/promoting nature of identified causal connections, the first
author, who was blind to participants’ standing on the primary
dependent measures, coded all narratives (n = 118) for number of
causal connections. The first author then assigned each connection
a ‘‘growth value’’ on a scale of 1 (growth-limiting) to 5
(growth-promoting). Scores of 3 were considered neutral or
unclear with respect to growth (see Table 1 for examples and
descriptions of each code).

To assess reliability of the first author’s causal connection cod-
ing an advanced undergraduate research assistant was trained to
identify causal connections. The first author trained the research
assistant in a series of meetings that initially involved discussing
the concept of narrated causal connection and past work on causal
connections (e.g. Pasupathi et al., 2007). Then we practiced identi-
fying causal connections by coding example narratives (using
approximately 10% of the sample). We discussed and resolved dis-
agreements. These practice sessions allowed us to establish satis-
factory levels of agreement. Agreement consisted of the first
author and research assistant identifying phrases that expressed
the same core idea in which the narrator linked the event to self.
After these practice sessions the research assistant, who was blind
to both hypotheses and participants’ standing on the primary
dependent variables, coded a randomly selected subset of the nar-
ratives (n = 24, 20.3%) for number of causal connections.

Percentage agreement between the research assistant and first
author on number of causal connections was 77.3%. We report per-
cent agreement instead of kappa because there were relatively few
narratives with zero causal connections in the randomly selected
subset. Kappa is known to do a poor job of estimating agreement
when the marginal distribution of categories is highly uneven
(Feinstein & Cicchetti, 1990; Syed & Azmitia, 2008).

To assess reliability of the first author’s growth coding the same
undergraduate research assistant was trained to assign growth
codes to causal connections. As with causal connection coding
the first author and research assistant practiced over a series of
meetings in which we assigned growth scores and discussed and
resolved disagreements to reach an adequate level of consistency
in assigning scores. Then the research assistant independently
coded a randomly selected subset of causal connections for growth
(n = 48, 23.5%). A two-way random, single measure ICC of consis-
tency among raters was calculated to assess reliability of the
growth coding scheme. The ICC was .77, which falls in the ‘‘sub-
stantial’’ agreement range (.61–.80) provided for analogous mea-
sures of interobserver agreement according to Landis and Koch
(1977).

4.2.3. Procedure
In a private room participants used a computer linked to the

Internet to access a webpage with demographic questions, the
well-being measure, and narrative prompt. We expected this
approach would help participants feel comfortable in writing
about their transgressions. We used the instructions below to
prompt the transgression. In a previous study these instructions
elicited detailed narratives (Mansfield et al., 2010).

I want you to take a few minutes to think of a transgression – the
worst thing that you have ever done. This transgression may have
resulted in physical or psychological harm and it may have made
you feel guilt or shame or other psychological distress. Basically,
the event that you recall should be one in which you violated your
code of ethics or simply did the wrong thing. Once you have the
event in mind, please take a couple of minutes to remember the
details of the event. Think about what happened, who was
involved, what the moment felt like, and how the event has influ-
enced you. Please write this experience down in the space provided.
Even though this memory is unpleasant, we would still appreciate
an attempt on your part to be honest and straightforward and to
provide us with as much detail as possible. Please remember to
be specific, we would like to know: What happened, When it hap-
pened, Who was involved, What you were thinking and feeling,
Why the event is significant, What the event says about you.



Table 2
Study 1: Descriptive data and correlations between narrative characteristics and well-
being.

Mean (SD) 1. 2. 3.

Total C.C. 1.76 (1.24) 1.00
Growth score 2.92 (1.20) .04 1.00
Well-being 3.74 (.48) �.04 .29** 1.00

Note: Total C.C. = Total number of causal connections; Well-being = Psychological
well-being.
⁄ p < .05.

** p < .01.
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After completing demographics and the narrative, participants
completed the well-being measure then submitted their results
and were directed to a debriefing page.

4.3. Study 1: Results and discussion

On average people narrated approximately 2 causal connections
(see Table 2 for descriptive data and correlations). The mean of
participants’ growth scores was 2.92 (SD = 1.21), and individuals
scoring at the 25th percentile had 2.0 on growth, those at the
50th percentile scored 3.0 on growth, and those at the 75th
percentile scored 4.0 on growth. Note that individuals who made
no causal connections were excluded from growth analyses in each
of the studies reported.

These results are consistent with past research, which indicates
that people vary in forming positive and negative connections
between self and significant transgressions. And although they
are not highly frequent, people do narrate connections between
the self and transgressions (Lilgendahl et al., 2013). We extended
past findings by showing that well-being was not related to the
total number of causal connections. But, as expected, psychological
well-being was significantly and positively related to growth score.
Thus, the more people narrate growth from their transgressions
the higher they score on psychological well-being (e.g. sense of
self-acceptance, sense of personal growth, and having positive
relations with others).

Notably the correlation between growth score and well-being
was not statistically significant when we controlled for gender
(r = .18, p = .07). Consistent with using an undergraduate
psychology subject pool for data collection we had more female
participants in our sample than males. The relationship between
narrating growth and well-being differed for women and men.
The relationship between growth and well-being was significant
and positive for women (r = .36, p < .01) but was not significant
for men (r = .14, p = .42). In Studies 2 and 3 we also examined the
effect of gender on the relationships of interest.

5. Study 2: Is narrating growth associated with increased well-
being, self-compassion, and forgiveness of others beyond initial
scores on those measures?

Recall that we sought to broaden our understanding of what
well-being and positive functioning can mean in the context of
making-meaning of transgressions. Transgressions may present
distinct challenges for the self and distinct developmental opportu-
nities (Pasupathi & Wainryb, 2010). Narrating positive,
growth-promoting conclusions about how one has changed may
provide people one way to feel better about themselves after
transgressing and tap into those developmental opportunities. In
particular we expected that narrating growth would be linked to
changes in well-being, self-compassion, and forgiveness of others.
Thus, the goals of Study 2 were: (1) to replicate Study 1 findings,
and (2) to test whether narrating growth in transgressions was
associated with shifts in psychological well-being,
self-compassion, and forgiveness above and beyond people’s base-
line scores on those measures. Also, whereas in Study 1 we relied on
a single narrative to assess individual differences in making
growth-promoting causal connections, in Study 2 we gathered
narratives of 3 transgressions from each participant. Obtaining
multiple narratives from each participant increased the chances
that we would see consistent between-person differences in narrat-
ing transgressions. However, this change led to our collecting sto-
ries of transgressions that may not have been as pivotal for the self.

5.1. Study 2: Method

5.1.1. Participants
Undergraduate psychology students (N = 77) were recruited to

participate in a study examining ‘‘narrative processing of difficult
life events’’ in exchange for course credit. We analyzed data for
participants who provided at least two narratives and participated
in both sessions (3 participants did not meet those criteria leaving
a final sample of 74, female = 56). Participants were primarily
European American (75.1%) and their age ranged from 18 to 58
(M = 25.0; SD = 8.88).

5.1.2. Measures
5.1.2.1. Psychological well-being scale (Ryff, 1989). Participants com-
pleted the same measure of Psychological Well-being used in
Study 1. But in Study 2 they did so at two different sessions
(a = .80, .83, session 1, 2 respectively).

5.1.2.2. Self-compassion scale (Neff, 2003). The self-compassion
scale has three subscales, self-kindness, mindfulness, and
common-humanity (see also Raes, Pommier, Neff, & Van Gucht,
2011). Neff (2003) showed that the scale is reliable with each sub-
scale having good internal consistency (a’s ranging from .77 to .81).
The reliability estimate for all 26 items is also high at .92. The
self-compassion scale also has good construct validity (see Neff,
2003). For example, Neff and colleagues have found that scores
on self-compassion are not significantly related to measures of
social desirability, as such scores on self-compassion do not repre-
sent people’s desire to view themselves positively. The scale also
demonstrates convergent validity (Neff, 2003). Self-compassion
scores are significantly negatively correlated with self-criticism
and scores on the Beck Depression Inventory, and the Speilberg
Trait Anxiety Inventory. Self-compassion scores are also signifi-
cantly positively associated with reports of life satisfaction (see
also Neff, Rude, & Kirkpatrick, 2007). The scale also demonstrates
good discriminate validity. Neff (2003) found that although
self-compassion was moderately associated with a variety of mea-
sures of self-esteem, whereas those measures were also positively
associated with narcissism, self-compassion was not. Neff also
showed that the scale demonstrates good test–retest reliability
with subscale scores correlated in the .80–.93 range over a
three-week period.

Participants in Study 2 completed the short form of the
Self-compassion Scale at two sessions (a = .88, .89 session 1, 2
respectively). Participants rated on a scale of 1 (Almost Never) to
5 (Almost Always) their standings on items such as ‘‘I try to be
understanding and patient toward those aspects of my personality
I don’t like’’ (self-kindness); ‘‘When something painful happens I
try to take a balanced view of the situation’’ (mindfulness); and
‘‘I try to see my failings as part of the human condition’’
(common-humanity).

5.1.2.3. Transgression related interpersonal motivations (TRIM) – 18
(McCullough et al., 1998). The TRIM was developed from a
two-factor model. One factor includes motivation to seek revenge
against the person who caused one harm, whereas the other factor
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includes motivation to avoid the perpetrator of the harmful act and
treat him or her benevolently (McCullough et al., 2006). Thus the
avoidance subscale is made up of two highly negative correlated
factors that tap avoidance and benevolence motivations. The
TRIM has been shown to display adequate internal consistency,
moderate test–retest reliability, and discriminant validity by man-
ifesting low correlations with measures of global positivity and
negativity of affect (see McCullough et al., 1998). McCullough
et al. (1998) also note that the TRIM displays construct validity
through high correlations with a single item measure of forgiving
(see also McCullough, Bellah, Kilpatrick, & Johnson, 2001;
McCullough et al., 2006). The TRIM is a valid and reliable measure
that views interpersonal forgiveness as low motivation to seek
revenge against or avoid someone who has perpetrated harm
against the respondent. Prior to responding to the individual items
in the TRIM, participants read the following prompt:

For the following questions, please indicate your current thoughts
and feelings about a specific person who hurt you in the past; that
is, we want to know how you feel about that person right now. First
think of the person, then once you have the person in mind read
each item below and circle the number that best describes your
current thoughts and feelings.
Participants then respond to 18 items on a 1 (Strongly Disagree)
to 5 (Strongly Agree) Likert-type scale. Example items are: ‘‘I’ll
make him/her pay’’ (revenge motivation); ‘‘I am trying to keep as
much distance between us as possible’’ (avoidance motivation);
‘‘Even though his/her actions hurt me, I have goodwill for him/her’’
(benevolence motivation). We reverse scored the revenge and
avoidance motivation items (for both sessions’ data) to create val-
ues for which higher numbers represented greater forgiveness. We
then calculated an average score on each subscale for each partic-
ipant. To assess the underlying factor structure for the subscales
we then ran principal components factor analysis with varimax
rotation and component extraction based on eigenvalues greater
than one on participants’ subscale scores from session 1. Then
we did the same for participants’ subscale scores from session 2.
Our goal was to determine whether we could combine the sub-
scales as a single forgiveness measure allowing us to reduce the
number of dependent variables in our regression analyses and
limit familywise error rate. For the session 1 data all subscales
were significantly correlated (avoidance–revenge, r = .35;
avoidance-benevolence, r = .80; revenge–benevolence, r = .51,
p’s < .05). A single component was extracted which accounted for
70.76% of the variance. For the session 2 data all subscales were
once again significantly correlated (avoidance–revenge, r = .31;
avoidance-benevolence, r = .75; revenge–benevolence, r = .46,
p’s < .05) and a single component was extracted that accounted
for 67.70% of the variance. Based on these findings we computed
an overall session 1 forgiveness score by summing the three ses-
sion 1 subscale scores, and a separate overall session 2 forgiveness
score by summing the three session 2 subscale scores (a = .93, .92,
session 1, 2 respectively).

5.1.2.4. Causal connections and growth score coding. Using the same
coding scheme that the first and third authors developed for Study
1, the first author (blind to participants’ standing on the primary
dependent measures) coded all narratives (N = 224). A subset of
the narratives (n = 57, 25.4%) was randomly selected by the first
author to be coded by the same research assistant who coded the
Study 1 narratives. The research assistant was blind to both
hypotheses and participants’ standing on the primary dependent
variables. Using the same criterion for agreement as in Study 1
the research assistant and first author displayed moderate agree-
ment on number of causal connections (agreement = 80.4%). We
report percent agreement as opposed to kappa for Study 2 for
the same marginal distribution issue noted earlier. For each partic-
ipant average number of causal connections was calculated from
the total number of causal connections made across the three
narratives.

As in Study 1, the research assistant then coded the growth
score on a randomly selected set of causal connections (n = 50,
34.2%). A two-way random, single measure ICC of consistency
among raters was calculated to assess reliability of the growth cod-
ing scheme. The ICC was .82, which falls just inside the highest
level of agreement range (.81–1.00) provided for analogous mea-
sures of interobserver agreement according to Landis and Koch
(1977). For each participant, growth score was calculated as fol-
lows: total growth score of all causal connections in all narratives/-
total number of causal connections in all narratives.

5.1.3. Procedure
The procedure for Study 2 mirrored the procedure for Study 1.

However, Study 2 included a short-term longitudinal design in
which we gathered scores on psychological well-being,
self-compassion, and forgiveness of others both before and after
people narrated their transgressions. At session 1 (beginning of
the semester), participants were assigned a private lab room and
completed the three self-report measures. They returned one
month later (session 2), were shown to the same room as session
1, and after signing on to the computer and given brief instructions
they were left alone in the room with the computer prompt:

I want you to take a few minutes to think of several transgressions
that you were part of this semester. These transgressions may have
resulted in physical or psychological harm and they may have
made you feel guilt or shame or other psychological distress.
Basically, the events that you recall should be those in which you
violated your code of ethics or simply did the wrong thing. Once
you have an event in mind, please write down (in the space provide
below) who was involved, and when it happened.

Now for the first transgression, please write the experience down in
the space provided. Even though this memory is unpleasant, we
would still appreciate an attempt on your part to be honest and
straightforward and to provide us with as much detail as possible.
Please remember to be specific, we would like to know: What hap-
pened. When it happened. Who was involved. What you were
thinking and feeling. Why the event is significant. What the event
says about you.

This prompt is slightly modified from the Study 1 prompt in
that we softened the language about the ‘‘worst thing that you
have ever done’’ to elicit multiple transgressions occurring over
the course of the semester to that point.

5.2. Study 2: Results and discussion

5.2.1. Preliminary analyses
We found that people made less than one causal connection on

average per narrative (M = .68; SD = .48) and 64 participants made
at least one causal connection across all three narratives. Having to
choose multiple transgressions from a limited window of time may
have resulted in people making fewer causal connections in Study
2 compared to Study 1. The mean of participants’ growth score was
3.22 (SD = .80) and individuals scoring at the 25th percentile had
2.69 on growth, those at the 50th percentile scored 3.0 on growth,
and those at the 75th percentile scored 4.0 on growth. We found
that session 1 forgiveness scores were higher for men (M = 11.28;
SD = 2.30) than for women (M = 9.75; SD = 2.39), t(72) = 2.36,
p = .02. There were no other mean-level gender differences on
our measures. However, given that the relationship between
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growth and well-being was no longer significant after controlling
for gender in Study 1, we controlled for gender in the analyses
reported below. We do not present hypotheses about gender
because gender was not a conceptually central aspect of these
studies.
5.2.2. Correlational analyses
See Table 3 for zero-order correlations. We wanted to deter-

mine whether or not relationships between narrative variables
and well-being replicated Study 1 findings. We also examined pat-
terns of relationships between narrative variables, well-being,
self-compassion, and forgiveness across both sessions. Number of
causal connections was not significantly related to well-being,
self-compassion, or forgiveness. Replicating Study 1, growth score
was significantly positively related to session 1 well-being.
However, also consistent with Study 1 (when narratives and
well-being were obtained in the same session) the relationship
between growth score and well-being at session 2 differed for
men and women. Women showed a significant positive relation-
ship between narrating growth and well-being (r = .32, p = .03),
but the relationship was not significant for men (r = �.36,
p = .17). The large negative correlation for men may be driven by
two individuals whose scores on well-being and growth were con-
siderably different from other males in Study 2. Both of these two
individuals showed very high levels of well-being (greater than 4)
and low levels of growth (less than 2) in their narratives. Contrary
to Study 1, the relationship between narrating growth and
well-being remained statistically significant when controlling for
gender (r = .26, p = .04). This could be because the sample was
overbalanced toward higher numbers of women. We revisit this
issue in the limitations section.

Growth score was also significantly positively related to session
2 self-compassion and session 2 forgiveness. Those relationships
between growth scores and session 2 self-compassion (r = .30,
p = .02) and session 2 forgiveness (r = .29, p = .02) remained signif-
icant when controlling for gender. However, whereas the relation-
ship between narrating growth and self-compassion at time 2 was
statistically significant for women (r = .36, p = .01) it was not statis-
tically significant for men (r = �.02, p = .93). Men (r = .39, p = .14)
and women (r = .29, p = .05) had similar relationships between nar-
rating growth and forgiveness at session 2. These findings indicate
that narrating growth from transgressions is associated with
higher self-compassion for women but not for men.

In addition, session 1 well-being was significantly positively
associated with session 2 well-being, and sessions 1 and 2
self-compassion. Session 1 well-being was not significantly
associated with session 1 or session 2 forgiveness. These findings
suggest that psychological well-being is linked to other forms of
adaptive functioning in the wake of transgressing. Session 1
self-compassion was significantly positively associated with
Table 3
Study 2: Descriptive data and correlations between narrative characteristics and adaptive

Mean (SD) 1. 2. 3.

1. Casual conn. .68 (.48) 1.00
2. Growth score 3.22 (.80) �.03 1.00
3. Well-being 1 3.78 (.49) .15 .27* 1.00
4. Well-being 2 3.73 (.51) .10 .18 .87*

5. Self-comp. 1 3.01 (.72) .04 .13 .52*

6. Self-comp. 2 3.23 (.79) �.01 .30* .40*

7. Forgive 1 10.12 (2.45) �.02 .13 .21
8. Forgive 2 9.93 (2.28) �.05 .29* .21

Note: Casual conn. = Average number of causal connections; Well-being = Psychological
Forgive = Forgiveness Motivation at sessions 1 and 2.

* p < .05.
** p < .01.
forgiveness at session 2, suggesting that in addition to self benefits
self-compassion may be socially adaptive (e.g. Neff, 2003).
5.3. Multivariate analyses for session 2 adaptive functioning outcomes:
Testing whether narrating growth is associated with increased well-
being, self-compassion, and forgiveness of others beyond initial scores
on those measures

Recall that at session 1 in Study 2 undergraduate participants
provided responses to measures of psychological well-being,
self-compassion, and forgiveness of others at the beginning of
the semester. They returned one month later (session 2), narrated
3 transgressions that had occurred since the beginning of the
semester, then completed the well-being, self-compassion, and
forgiveness measures again. Consequently, neither experiencing nor
narrating the transgressions could have had any bearing on people’s
session 1 scores on well-being, self-compassion, and forgiveness
because the transgressions and their narratives happened after we
obtained session 1 scores on those measures. To test the extent to
which individual differences in narrating were associated with
changes in well-being, self-compassion, and forgiveness of others,
we ran 3 separate regression analyses one for each of our depen-
dent measures. First we regressed session 2 well-being on session
1 well-being, average number of causal connections, growth score,
and gender. Then we regressed session 2 self-compassion on ses-
sion 1 self-compassion, average number of causal connections,
growth score, and gender. Finally we regressed session 2
forgiveness on session 1 forgiveness, average number of causal
connections, growth score, and gender. For each regression all
predictors were entered simultaneously. Results are presented in
Table 4. Partial correlations for the predictor are reported as a
measure of effect size.

Number of causal connections was not significantly related to
any session 2 measures. Unexpectedly, growth score did not pre-
dict increased well-being beyond initial levels of well-being. As
expected, increased presence of growth-promoting connections
was associated with increased self-compassion at session 2 above
and beyond initial levels of self-compassion (note that this finding
held when controlling for initial well-being, b = .21, t(64) = 2.41,
p = .02, partial r = .30). Similarly, increased presence of
growth-promoting connections was associated with increased for-
giveness at session 2 above and beyond initial levels of forgiveness.

Fig. 1 shows the standardized residuals of session 2
self-compassion scores plotted against people’s average growth
scores. Residuals were saved from a supplementary regression of
session 2 self-compassion on session 1 self-compassion and
average number of causal connections only. As people narrate
growth promoting causal connections they appear to have
higher-than-expected scores on self-compassion at session 2, given
their session 1 scores.
functioning measures.

4. 5. 6. 7. 8.

* 1.00
* .46** 1.00
* .43** .76** 1.00

.08 .23 .07 1.00

.20 .30** .29* .62** 1.00

well-being at sessions 1 and 2; Self-comp. = self-compassion at sessions 1 and 2;



Table 4
Study 2: Session 2 adaptive functioning measures predicted by session 1 scores and narrative variables.

Model statistics B SE (B) b t p rp

Regression 1: D.V. = Well-being session 2 R2 = .73, F(4,59) = 38.99, p < .01
Well-being session 1 .87 .07 .86 11.97 <.01 .84
Causal conn. �.02 .08 �.02 �.21 .84 �.03
Growth score �.03 .04 �.06 �.78 .44 �.10
Gender .06 .08 .06 .79 .43 .10

Regression 2: D.V. = Self-comp. session 2 R2 = .62, F(4,59) = 24.05, p < .01
Self-comp. session 1 .85 .09 .74 9.07 <.01 .76
Causal conn. �.13 .16 �.07 �.81 .42 �.11
Growth score .20 .08 .19 2.37 .02 .29
Gender .19 .16 .10 1.20 .24 .15

Regression 3: D.V. = Forgive. session 2 R2 = .39, F(4,59) = 9.55, p < .01
Forgive. session 1 .51 .10 .56 5.10 <.01 .55
Causal conn. �.04 .55 �.01 �.07 .95 �.01
Growth score .62 .29 .22 2.14 .04 .27
Gender �.01 .56 �.003 �.02 .98 �.003

Note: Causal conn. = Average number of causal connections; Self-comp. = Self-compassion; Forgive. = Forgiveness.

Fig. 1. Study 2: Session 2 self-compassion standardized residuals as a function of
average growth score.
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However, the same pattern of findings above could also result if
people who narrated growth-promoting connections were buffered
against declines in self-compassion and forgiveness between the
two sessions. That is, if the entire sample had lower scores on
self-compassion and forgiveness at session 2 than they had at ses-
sion 1, but those who narrated growth had less of a decline, we
would see the same patterns noted above. To examine whether
the higher-than-expected or buffering effect best explained our find-
ings we split the sample into people who had high growth scores of
3 and above and those who had low growth scores below 3. First
we examined differences in raw self-compassion scores across
the two sessions for individuals in both groups. To the extent that
narrating growth is associated with higher-than-expected
self-compassion, people with growth scores above 3 should show
increases in self-compassion across the two sessions. In contrast,
those with growth scores below 3 should show either smaller
increases or no increases at all.

On the other hand, to the extent that narrating growth buffered
against self-compassion declines, people with growth scores
higher than 3 should show smaller declines in self-compassion than
those with growth scores lower than 3. We found that people with
growth scores at 3 or above had an average self-compassion
difference score (session 2 score–session 1 score) of .33 whereas
those who had growth scores below 3 had an average
self-compassion difference score of �.07. These findings support
the idea that people who narrate growth-promoting connections
show higher-than-expected increases in self-compassion at session
2 given their session 1 scores.

We did the same exploratory analyses with raw difference
scores on forgiveness. We found that people with growth scores
at 3 or above had an average forgiveness difference score of �.27,
whereas those who had growth scores below 3 had an average for-
giveness difference score of �.51. Both groups declined in forgive-
ness across sessions. But those who narrated growth-promoting
connections declined less. These findings support the idea that nar-
rating growth buffers against declines in forgiveness.

Conceptually there are at least two competing explanations
regarding why we see these relationships between narrating
growth and self-compassion and forgiveness. First, some individu-
als may narrate growth as a way to manage the negative implica-
tions of remembering their transgressions, such as feeling shame
and guilt (Mansfield et al., 2010). Telling a narrative that features
positive self-change and growth may create a kind of halo effect
for the self that helps one feel like he or she is a decent person,
which may have short-term benefits that are expressed in terms
of higher-than-expected self-compassion. Similarly, the halo of
growth-related narration may extend to others in terms of protect-
ing empathy and forgiveness. Thus, it is possible that the
higher-than-expected self-compassion scores and the buffering
effect on forgiveness may result from people narrating growth as
an emotion regulation process, within the lab session.

The second possibility that we consider is that some individuals
may have a growth-oriented narrative style, such that they tend to
tell stories of personal growth when narrating perpetrated trans-
gressions. Whereas managing specific transgressions may be asso-
ciated with increases in self-compassion and buffering of
forgiveness within one lab session, having a growth-oriented nar-
rative style may have longer-term benefits. That is, by tending to
narrate transgressions in a growth-oriented manner some individ-
uals may create a more robust sense of self-compassion and for-
giveness of others. This is because having a growth-oriented style
might entail frequently balancing positive and negative informa-
tion about the self and require that one exercise self-kindness when
narrating misdeeds. Similarly a growth-oriented narrative style
may foster personal humility as people grapple with their own
misdeeds in narratives and make positive conclusions about how
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they have changed. That may foster empathy for others’ misdeeds.
Whereas Study 2 is mute to addressing these competing explana-
tions the design of Study 3 attempts to disentangle them.

In Study 3, at session 1, undergraduate participants wrote
narratives of 3 transgressions that had occurred in the month
before they came in. After narrating, participants completed mea-
sures of well-being, self-compassion, and forgiveness of others.
Participants then returned one month later and completed those
same measures again. Thus, in Study 3 we did not interpose
transgression experiences or their narration between the first and
second collections of well-being, self-compassion and forgiveness.
This change allowed us to examine whether or not narrating
growth was associated with prospective increases in
self-compassion and forgiveness. And this change diminished the
possibility that at session 2 participants were primarily managing
any negative affect surrounding thinking about personal transgres-
sions. We reasoned that the narrative style explanation, rather
than the affect management explanation, would be supported if
the increased presence of growth-promoting connections at
session 1 was associated with higher-than-expected scores on
self-compassion and forgiveness at session 2.
6. Study 3: Is narrating growth associated with increased well-
being, self-compassion, and forgiveness of others over a one-
month period?

6.1. Study 3: Method

6.1.1. Participants
Undergraduate psychology students (N = 88) were recruited to

participate in a study examining ‘‘narrative processing of difficult
life events’’ in exchange for course credit. We analyzed data for
participants who provided at least two narratives and participated
in both sessions (2 participants did not meet criterion leaving a
final sample of 86, female = 71). Participants were primarily
European American (80.4%) age ranged from 17 to 49 (M = 23.3;
SD = 7.59).
6.1.2. Measures
6.1.2.1. Psychological well-being scale (Ryff, 1989). We used the
same measure of Psychological Well-being as in Studies 1 and 2
(a = .82, .85, session 1, 2 respectively).
6.1.2.2. Self-compassion scale (Neff, 2003). Participants completed
the same Self-compassion Scale used in Study 2 (a = .83, .89,
session 1, 2 respectively).
6.1.2.3. Transgression related interpersonal motivations – 18
(McCullough et al., 1998). Participants completed the same forgive-
ness measure used in Study 2. As in Study 2, all subscales were
significantly correlated in session 1 (avoidance–revenge, r = .41;
avoidance-benevolence, r = .76; revenge–benevolence, r = .56,
p’s < .001). We once again conducted factor analyses on the for-
giveness items. A single component was again extracted which
accounted for 72.32% of the variance. For the session 2 data all
subscales were once again significantly correlated (avoidance–
revenge, r = .39; avoidance-benevolence, r = .82; revenge–
benevolence, r = .54, p’s < .001) and a single component was
extracted that accounted for 72.9% of the variance. Based on these
findings we computed an overall session 1 forgiveness score by
summing the session 1 subscale scores, and a separate overall ses-
sion 2 forgiveness score by summing the session 2 subscale scores
(a = .93, .95, session 1, 2 respectively).
6.1.2.4. Causal connection and growth score coding. The first author,
blind to participants’ standings on dependent measures coded all
of the narratives (N = 252) for causal connections and growth using
the coding scheme from Studies 1 and 2. A subset of the narratives
(n = 56, 22.2%) was randomly selected by the first author to be
coded by the same research assistant from Studies 1 and 2. The
reliability coder remained blind to hypotheses and participants’
standing on the primary dependent variables. Using the same cri-
terion for agreement as in Studies 1 and 2, the research assistant
and first author displayed moderate agreement on the number of
causal connections (agreement = 83.8%). A two-way random, single
measure ICC was calculated to assess reliability of the growth cod-
ing scheme. The ICC was .87, which falls in the highest level of
agreement range (.81–1.00) provided for analogous measures of
interobserver agreement according to Landis and Koch (1977).
Growth score was calculated for each participant per Study 2
procedures.

6.1.3. Procedure
At session 1 participants were assigned to a private room. They

were prompted with the same instructions as in Study 2 to write
accounts of three personal transgressions. Then they completed
the adaptive functioning measures and were scheduled to return
one month later. At session 2 participants completed the adaptive
functioning measures in a private room and were debriefed.

6.2. Study 3: Results and discussion

Study 3 allowed an additional replication of the bivariate corre-
lations observed in Studies 1 and 2. It also allowed us to test
whether prospective changes in self-compassion and forgiveness
were associated with narrating growth. Similar to Study 2, we
found that people made less than one causal connection on average
per narrative (M = .55; SD = .42) with a total of 63 participants
making at least one causal connection across their narratives. The
mean of participants’ growth score was 2.46 (SD = 1.12) and indi-
viduals scoring at the 25th percentile had 1.5 on growth, those at
the 50th percentile scored 2.5 on growth, and those at the 75th
percentile scored 3.3 on growth. Thus, unlike earlier studies, the
growth scores displayed a slight positive skew. We found no mean
level gender differences in the narrative variables or dependent
measures. However, to be consistent with Study 2 we controlled
for gender in the analyses below.

6.2.1. Correlational analyses
Table 5 presents the bivariate correlations. We wanted to deter-

mine whether or not relationships between narrative variables and
adaptive functioning measures replicated findings from Studies 1
and 2. In general we found a similar pattern of bivariate relations
as in the previous studies, though we note that there was some
attenuation of relations in Study 3.

In contrast to Study 2, number of causal connections was nega-
tively associated with growth score at session 1, well-being at ses-
sion 1, and self-compassion at session 1. Thus, in general,
individuals who made more causal connections in Study 3 had
lower scores on well-being, and self-compassion and made more
growth-limiting than growth-promoting conclusions. Replicating
Study 1 and 2 findings, growth score was significantly positively
related to session 1 well-being. Once again we found that women
showed a significant positive relationship between narrating
growth and well-being (at session 1 when narratives and
well-being were both obtained, r = .28, p = .04) and again the rela-
tionship was not significant for men (r = .19, p = .57). Consistent
with Study 2 that relationship held when controlling for gender
(r = .26, p = .047). Unlike Study 2, growth score was only signifi-
cantly positively correlated with self-compassion at session 2



Table 5
Study 3: Descriptive data and correlations between narrative features and well-being measures.

Mean (SD) 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.

1. Avg. C.C. 0.55 (.42) 1.00
2. Avg. G.S. 2.46 (1.12) �.28* 1.00
3. Well-being 1 3.77 (.51) �.24* .26* 1.00
4. Well-being 2 3.82 (.51) �.19 .16 .82** 1.00
5. Self-comp. 1 3.01 (.63) �.27* .14 .51** .45** 1.00
6. Self-comp. 2 3.33 (.77) �.19 .21 .46** .54** .83** 1.00
7. Forgive 1 9.89 (2.48) �.02 �.22 .27* .20* .17 .10 1.00
8. Forgive 2 9.95 (2.67) �.05 �.09 .29* 0.30** 0.23* 0.26* .74** 1.00

Note: Causal conn. = Average number of causal connections; Well-being = Psychological well-being at sessions 1 and 2; Self-comp. = Self-compassion at sessions 1 and 2;
Forgive = Forgiveness Motivation at sessions 1 and 2.

* p < .05.
** p < .01.

Table 6
Study 3: Session 2 adaptive functioning measures predicted by session 1 scores and narrative variables.

Model statistics B SE (B) b t p rp

Regression 1: D.V. = Well-being session 2 R2 = .65, F(4,57) = 26.09, p < .01
Well-being session 1 .78 .08 .83 9.81 <.01 .79
Causal conn. .05 .12 .03 .41 .69 .05
Growth score �.03 .04 �.06 �.72 .48 �.09
Gender .09 .11 .07 .81 .42 .11

Regression 2: D.V. = Self-comp. session 2 R2 = .68, F(4,57) = 30.50, p < .01
Self-comp. session 1 .97 .09 .80 10.47 <.01 .81
Causal conn. .32 .16 .16 1.97 .05 .25
Growth score .12 .05 .17 2.17 .03 .28
Gender .09 .15 .05 .62 .54 .08

Regression 3: D.V. = Forgive. session 2 R2 = .55, F(4,58) = 18.04, p < .01
Forgive. session 1 .79 .10 .76 8.37 <.01 .74
Causal conn. .69 .69 .09 1.01 .32 .13
Growth score .19 .22 .08 .84 .40 .11
Gender .99 .62 .14 1.60 .12 .21

Note: Causal conn. = Average number of causal connections; Self-comp. = Self-compassion; Forgive. = Forgiveness.
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when controlling for gender (r = .30, p = .02). The relationship
between narrating growth and session 1 self-compassion was not
statistically significant for women or men but consistent with
Study 2 the relationship was stronger for women (r = .18, p = .21)
than men (r = .04, p = .90). Growth score was not significantly asso-
ciated with forgiveness of others and both women (r = �.07,
p = .65) and men (r = �.21, p = .53) had negative relationships
between narrating growth and forgiveness at session 2.

Consistent with Study 2 findings, in Study 3, Session 1
well-being was also significantly positively associated with session
2 well-being, and sessions 1 and 2 self-compassion. In Study 3
(though not in Study 2) session 1 well-being was positively associ-
ated with forgiveness of others at session 1 and session 2, again
suggesting that psychological well-being is linked to other forms
of adaptive functioning in the wake of transgressing. Consistent
with Study 2, session 1 self-compassion was significantly posi-
tively associated with forgiveness at session 2, suggesting that in
addition to self benefits self-compassion may be socially adaptive
(e.g. Neff, 2003). When accounting for gender the correlations
again suggest that narrating growth is associated with higher
well-being and self-compassion for women but not men.

6.3. Multivariate analyses for session 2 adaptive functioning outcomes:
Testing whether narrating growth is associated with prospective
increases in well-being, self-compassion, and forgiveness of others
one-month after narrating

We ran the same 3 regression analyses that we ran in Study 2
(see Table 6). Number of causal connections was not significantly
related to any session 2 measures. Growth score did not predict
increased well-being beyond initial levels of well-being. As
expected growth score was associated with increased
self-compassion at session 2 above and beyond initial levels of
self-compassion (this finding held when controlling for initial
well-being, b = .17, t(61) = 2.16, p = .04, partial r = .28). This rela-
tionship is depicted in the scatterplot in Fig. 2, which shows the
standardized residuals of session 2 self-compassion plotted against
average growth scores. Replicating Study 2, we found that as peo-
ple narrated more growth-promoting causal connections they had
higher-than-expected scores on self-compassion one month later.

We conducted the same exploratory analyses as in Study 2 to
determine whether or not narrating growth was associated with
increases in self-compassion over time or was buffering against
declines. We found that people with growth scores at 3 or above
had an average self-compassion difference score (session 2
score–session 1 score) of .41 whereas those who had growth scores
below 3 had an average self-compassion difference score of .21.
These findings again support the idea that narrating growth is
associated with gains in self-compassion over time, not a buffering
effect. However, unlike Study 2 findings, growth score was not
associated with higher-than-expected scores on forgiveness at ses-
sion 2.

In sum, Study 3 built on Study 2 findings by providing evidence
that narrating growth in transgressions was associated with
higher-than-expected scores on self-compassion one month after
narrating. Whether narrative is prospectively associated with pro-
tecting against declining forgiveness is unclear given inconsisten-
cies in Study 2 and 3 findings.



Fig. 2. Study 3: Session 2 self-compassion standardized residuals as a function of
average growth score.
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7. General discussion

Past works suggest that it is important to understand how peo-
ple narrate their transgressions because narrating provides a cru-
cial mechanism for self and social development (Mansfield et al.,
2010; McLean et al., 2007; Pasupathi & Wainryb, 2010; Wainryb,
Brehl, & Matwin, 2005). We explored the construction of growth
interpretations in transgression narratives as one process by which
people may meet the challenges and unlock developmental oppor-
tunities potentially afforded by transgressions.

Past narrative work has broadly equated different types of chal-
lenging events then examined the extent to which between-person
differences in meaning-making was associated with relatively gen-
eral forms of positive functioning like well-being. The novel contri-
bution of this work is that we examined the extent to which
between-person differences in narrating a single type of negative
event, perpetrated transgressions, was associated with increases
in both general well-being, and particular forms of adaptive func-
tioning, self-compassion and forgiveness of others. Across three
studies, we found evidence of associations between women’s ini-
tial levels of well-being and the narration of growth. However,
our key finding in these studies is that people who narrated
growth-promoting connections in transgression narratives had
self-compassion scores at session 2 that were higher than expected
based on their initial levels of self-compassion. We did not find
consistent evidence of associations between narrating growth
and increased well-being or forgiveness.
7.1. Psychological well-being is associated with narrating growth, but
narrating growth is not associated with prospective increases in
psychological well-being

Across three studies, initial well-being scores were positively
correlated with narrating growth-promoting causal connections.
And women in our sample drove this finding. Importantly, narrat-
ing growth-promoting causal connections was not associated with
increased well-being over time. Given past work on the value of
finding benefits in stressful life events (Bauer & McAdams, 2004a,
2010, see also Bauer & McAdams, 2004b; Bauer, McAdams, &
Sakaeda, 2005; Lilgendahl & McAdams, 2011; Pals, 2006a; Park,
2010; Tedeschi, Park, & Calhoun, 1998) we were somewhat sur-
prised by this. Why does narrating growth from transgressions
not relate to changes in well-being? One issue may simply be
our truncated follow-up period. Previous work documenting rela-
tions between narrative growth and prospective increases in
well-being entailed longer follow-up periods (e.g. 3 years Bauer &
McAdams, 2010). A second possibility is that the focus in Studies
2 and 3 on relatively recent transgressions that may not be pivotal
for the self may have pulled for events that are also not especially
salient for global well-being. A third possibility is that transgres-
sions, as a class of events, may not afford development of
well-being as captured by the items we used to measure
well-being. Whereas narrating growth from major low point or
turning point events may be associated with increased psycholog-
ical well-being (like a sense of purpose in life), narrating growth in
stories of transgressions that are less pivotal for the self may be
linked to other aspects of positive functioning that are more
unique to transgressing, such as self-compassion.

One potential direction for future research is to determine the
extent to which well-being may provide a foundation from which
people are more likely to narrate growth from transgressions.
Conceptually this makes some sense as high psychological
well-being is characterized by authentic self-acceptance.
Self-acceptance is linked to feelings of security in socially threaten-
ing situations (Collins & Read, 1990), which may help people to
engage with a memory of a transgression as opposed to avoiding
thinking about it. The current results suggest that it may be partic-
ularly important to study the role of self-acceptance in transgres-
sion meaning-making because self-acceptance is also inherent to
self-compassion. Although self-acceptance and self-compassion
are distinct constructs, in preliminary work with the subscales of
the Ryff well-being measure presented here, self-acceptance and
self-compassion were moderately positively correlated (r’s
between .38 and .60, p’s < .05). Future research may attempt to
determine whether or not narrating growth helps people be more
self-accepting or being more self-accepting helps people engage in
positive meaning-making when narrating negative experiences.

Psychological well-being may help people tell growth stories of
their transgressions because people high in well-being tend to use
more effective emotion regulation strategies like reappraisal
(Gross & John, 2003). Further, the capacity to regulate negative
emotion may also help people engage with, rather than avoid, nar-
rating their transgressions. Past psychophysiological work has
found that people with greater biological regulation capacity
report experiencing more negative emotions and they express
more negative emotions in conversations about an upsetting film
clip (Butler, Wilhelm, & Gross, 2006). Similarly, people high in
well-being are also more emotionally stable (Schmutte & Ryff,
1997; Suls & Martin, 2005), which may help one construct positive
stories from negative life events. Indeed, emotional stability is pos-
itively associated with narrating themes of growth in the life story
(Bauer, McAdams, & Sakaeda, 2005) and negatively associated with
interpreting life events as leading to negative outcomes (Adler,
Kissel, & McAdams, 2006; Lilgendahl & McAdams, 2011).

Finally, each of the concurrent bivariate relationships between
narrating growth and well-being were positive and statistically
significant for the females in our sample, but not for the males in
our sample. In Study 2 we found that narrating growth was associ-
ated with higher concurrent scores on self-compassion for women
(and the pattern was similar though not statistically significant in
Study 3). Although our samples lacked the statistical power to test
these differences, the pattern points to the importance of seeking
more balanced samples in the future. Gender differences in narra-
tives and in the relationships between narrating and well-being are
not new, but existing work suggests conflicting findings. Early
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meta-analyses on the benefits of written disclosure of other types
of negative events (e.g. traumas) suggested that men might
actually benefit from writing about those events more than
women do (Smyth, 1998, but see also Frattaroli, 2006). Those
findings point to comparisons of the benefits of constructing a
story vs. not constructing a story whereas our work examines the
benefits of the type of story being constructed – one with or without
growth. Past research suggests that women and girls may recall
and narrate more emotional content than do men and boys
(Davis, 1999; Grysman & Hudson, 2013; Rice & Pasupathi, 2010)
and these narrative differences begin early in childhood (Buckner
& Fivush, 1998; Fivush, Haden, & Adam, 1995; Fivush, Marin,
Crawford, Reynolds, & Brewin, 2007). How do we sum up past
research on the benefits of writing about negative experiences,
past research on gender differences in narrative construction, and
the current findings? One interpretation of these data is that for
men higher well-being may be associated with simply constructing
narratives, regardless of narrative content, while for women,
well-being may be associated with constructing a growth
narrative.

7.2. Narrating growth is associated with increased self-compassion
over time

At its core, self-compassion is about treating the self with
kindness as opposed to being punitive to the self (Neff &
McGehee, 2010). Consistent with the correlations between
initial self-compassion and growth narration across Studies 2
and 3, self-compassion seems likely to support people’s capacity
to acknowledge wrong-doing and focus on growth. Yet although
the effect sizes were modest in both studies, both studies found
that narrating growth was associated with higher-than-expected
self-compassion at session 2 given participants’ session 1 scores.

To provide a more concrete sense of the way that
growth-promoting narration could increase self-compassion, we
present a set of narratives from Study 3. The first example is from
a person who increased in raw scores on self-compassion over the
one-month period.

I strongly believe in being frugal because I am from such a poor
family. This past month I received a large sum of money from the
University (approximately $1200). During the past month I slowly
managed to blow my entire checking balance on clothing, bags, and
other unnecessary items. At the time that I made the purchases I
felt that I needed the stuff so for that moment I subdued my guilt
and shame. But, once I would see my bank account balance or
see how much my parents were struggling to make ends meet I felt
overwhelmingly ashamed and guilt [sic]. . .This event I feel to be
significant because before it and during the time that I spent my
money I had a strong belief in frugality and only spending on what
you need. After this event took place my views began to change lit-
tle by little. I still feel very guilty when I spend money in that way,
but the shame is nowhere to be found. I have found a way to excuse
myself for this transgression and I believe the result is a subtle shift
in my beliefs. . .I think that as long as I am doing my part for my
family and community I should be able to treat myself. I do work
very hard.
Note that the participant openly owns up to her transgression
and narrates it in a way that declares her wrongdoing. Consistent
with core features of the self-compassion construct she also man-
ages to focus on new insights that are steeped in self-kindness and
she balances positive and negative aspects of self.

The next example is from a participant who declined on his raw
self-compassion scores over the testing sessions. He describes lying
to his wife and undermining his personal standards of honesty. In
the end he links the experience to the self in a way that is judg-
mental and steeped in negativity, forming connections between
event and self that do not support self-compassion.

I told my wife that I attended my classes when, in actuality I did not
attend my classes. . . I lied to my wife because I know that it is
important to her that I complete my education and, if she knew
that I hadn’t attended class, it would cause her worry. . . This event
is significant because honesty is very high on my list of values. I
view lying as one of the worst things that a person could do to
someone else. By lying to my wife, I am saying to myself that I
am an incompetent coward.
Of course, one might argue that identifying the self as an
‘‘incompetent coward’’ in this case may be appropriate. Although
there is perhaps merit in dealing honestly with features of the self
that caused the transgression, being harshly critical in the absence of
potential for positive change is potentially maladaptive. Indeed as
the first narrative example showed, people who narrate
growth-promoting causal connections may be more likely than
others to treat the self with kindness because they situate their
flawed actions in an overall story of positive change. Doing so
may make those actions seem less broadly threatening. Those cau-
sal connections may contribute to people’s understanding that
they and others are social actors whose complex internal states
can lead to harmful behaviors (Pasupathi & Wainryb, 2010).
Making positive causal connections may also help one understand
that we can all cause harm under some circumstances. In this way,
positive, growth-promoting causal connections may be important
for developing the sense of common humanity that is part of
self-compassion. Importantly, as is illustrated in the second exam-
ple, narrating growth-limiting causal connections can undermine
seeing flaws as common to all people. This is because growth lim-
iting causal connections, in the context of transgressions, can lead to
the conclusion that there is something exclusively bad about the
self that caused one to do the harmful act (Lilgendahl et al., 2013).

Narrating growth from transgressions may also help people
own their actions as flawed, while identifying that they are grow-
ing and changing in positive ways. This may amount to creating a
mindful balance between the positive and negative aspects of an
experience that is part of the definition of self-compassion. More
indirect routes are also possible. For example, past research has
found that people who narrate transgressions in growth-oriented
ways, compared to those who do not, are more likely to report fre-
quently talking about the experience with others (Lilgendahl et al.,
2013). Speculatively, talking about a transgression with others in a
positive, growth-promoting way may elicit supportive feedback
from listeners. Supportive feedback from listeners may help perpe-
trators take a non-punitive view of the self. However, the precise
mechanism by which narrating growth furthers self-compassion
cannot be assessed in these studies.

Importantly, we have not attempted to do an intervention that
may have allowed us to discuss narrating growth connections as a
cause of change. Rather we tested whether variability in the extent
to which people narrate growth-promoting (and limiting) causal
connections may be associated with increases in well-being,
self-compassion, and forgiveness of others. Yet, our findings with
increased self-compassion do suggest that future intervention
studies may be warranted. Indeed, possibly the most important
implication of our prospective findings is that it may be possible
to improve self-compassion by having people narrate negative
experiences in terms of positive change. This would be consistent
with work indicating the benefits of redemptive narration
(McAdams et al., 2001) and longitudinal research on narrating as
a mechanism of positive change (Adler, 2012; Bauer & McAdams,
2010). In terms of prospective change, Study 3 suggests that people
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who have a growth-oriented narrative style may be especially
likely to develop self-compassion.

Narrating with a growth-oriented style may be especially ben-
eficial for self-compassion in the context of transgressions because
over successive narrative sessions it may help people establish
adaptive ways of relating to the self. This idea is indirectly sup-
ported by work using the expressive writing paradigm in which
people repeatedly write about a significant trauma. Writing about
traumatic experiences is associated with improved psychological
and physical well-being for people who increase in positive emo-
tional and cognitive language over their writing sessions
(Pennebaker & Beall, 1986; Pennebaker, Mayne, & Francis, 1997;
Pennebaker & Seagal, 1999).

7.3. Narrating growth in transgressions is not consistently associated
with forgiveness

Study 2 suggested that narrating growth may be linked to being
forgiving others after narrating personal transgressions. However,
this finding was not replicated in Study 3. One difference between
the two studies was in the time gap between narrating and session
2 assessments of forgiveness. In Study 2 we collected narratives
and forgiveness measures at session 2 over a one to two hour per-
iod. Thus, the buffering effect in Study 2 may be due to narrating
growth being temporarily effective for maintaining forgiving atti-
tudes toward an individual who had harmed the participant in
the past. If so, we should have seen positive associations between
narrating growth and forgiveness measures collected at session 1
in Study 3, but we did not find such associations. One issue with
the forgiveness findings may be that not all of the transgression
stories were of interpersonal events, and the relationship between
narrating growth in transgressions and forgiveness of others may
hinge on the transgressions themselves being interpersonal. In
addition, the forgiveness measure that we used targeted forgiving
a single individual and was not a dispositional measure of forgive-
ness. We discuss this further in the limitations section.

7.4. It’s the nature, not the number, of causal connections between self
and event that matters

Our data indicate that people form causal connections that
explain the self in relation to their transgressive acts. However
on average, the frequency of those connections is low, especially
in narratives of transgressions that may be less pivotal for the self
(Studies 2 and 3). Frequency of causal connections was not corre-
lated with any outcome measures in Study 1 or 2. But in Study 3
we found negative correlations between session 1 well-being, ses-
sion 1 self-compassion, and the growth-promoting nature of causal
connections. These findings suggest the possibility that Study 3
participants differed from those in the other samples because as
they made more causal connections they also made more
growth-limiting connections and they were lower on well-being
and self-compassion (we discuss this possibility in the limitations
section). Importantly, in terms of our key regression analyses, nei-
ther in Study 2 nor in Study 3, was frequency of causal connections
associated with changes in our outcome measures.

As opposed to frequency of connections made, it was
between-person differences in the nature of connections made that
were more consistently associated with our outcome measures
(e.g. self-compassion). Indeed, some people interpreted their trans-
gressions as illustrating negative aspects of self (see also Lilgendahl
et al., 2013), whereas others interpreted their transgressions as pro-
moting growth. Our findings suggest that the type of interpreta-
tions people construct in their narratives have important
implications for self-compassion in particular. Thus, although
self-presentational concerns may pressure perpetrators to avoid
blame or minimize the impact of their transgressions (Baumeister
et al., 1990), our data suggest that there are also potential gains
associated with narrating growth from a transgression.
7.5. Limitations

One of the limitations of our studies is that our prompt left
room for people to narrate non-interpersonal as well as interper-
sonal transgressions. Mixing non-interpersonal transgressions
with interpersonal ones may be tantamount to having two differ-
ent types of negative experiences in the same set of studies.
Interpersonal and non-interpersonal transgressions may present
different types of challenges and different opportunities for devel-
opment. We examined the narratives for type of transgression(s)
reported. The large majority were interpersonal experiences that
one would anticipate arising in an undergraduate subject pool pop-
ulation, such as being unfaithful to a relational partner, and being
excessively rude or mean to relational partners. A minority of
transgressions reported was against the self, such as not working
hard on classes and doing poorly as a result. Other transgressions
were nonspecific or against the community at large such as cheat-
ing on exams, breaking the speed limit/driving under the influence,
or stealing from work. Similarly although there were merits in
switching from major transgressions in Study 1 to minor transgres-
sions in Studies 2 and 3 (i.e. people narrating less pivotal events for
the self), those transgressions were potentially qualitatively differ-
ent in the types of challenges they presented. Nevertheless we
found a similar pattern of results with our narrative and
self-report measures in Study 1 as in Studies 2 and 3.

Another limitation is that we do not have narratives at two time
points in any of the studies we conducted. As a result we cannot do
cross-lagged analyses to fully determine the extent to which nar-
rating growth is associated with changes in self-compassion over
time. Such data would also permit a more thorough test of ideas
about narrative. Another limitation is that it may be the case that
narrating growth from transgressions is not possible without feel-
ing some self-compassion. Thus, the pattern of results that we
found between narrating growth and self-compassion may be an
artifact of measuring the same construct in two different ways.2

Growth could indeed be a narrative analogue of self-compassion.
However, because narratives reflect processes of meaning-making
around lived experience, and self-compassion is assessed via sum-
mary judgments people make in self-reports, narrative approaches
to growth more readily allow the examination of a process by which
self-compassion might develop over time.

We are also limited in making claims about causal relations
because our study designs were correlational. Further, our sample
was primarily female and European American and this limits the
generalizability of the findings. Also, we would be in a stronger
position to discuss the gender differences that we found had we
balanced the numbers of females and males in our sample. We
are also limited in being able to explain why participants in
Study 3 had lower scores on growth in their narratives. We used
the same materials and prompts in Study 3 as in Study 2 though
we did have participants narrate their transgressions at session
1. One way that Study 3 differed from Studies 1 and 2 is that for
Studies 1 and 2 data were collected in late spring whereas for
Study 3 data were collected in winter raising the, speculative, pos-
sibility that seasonal variability may be associated with positivity
and negativity of narrative construction. Finally, the generalizabil-
ity of our findings is limited by the fact that we collected data from
undergraduate samples. Future work on the value of narrating
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transgressions should include community members of different
ages.

7.6. Conclusion

Despite the significant limitations noted above, our findings
suggest that telling growth stories about personal transgressions
is linked to increased self-compassion over time, but not to
increases in well-being or forgiveness of others. Thus, our evidence
suggests that an important way of making sense of personally chal-
lenging experiences, telling stories of growth, can support some
forms of positive functioning but not others, when the stories are
about personal transgressions. For researchers studying the impor-
tance of the stories we tell, for the lives we live, our findings sug-
gest the value of examining how specific kinds of experiences (like
transgressions) may be linked to specific kinds of positive out-
comes (like self-compassion).
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