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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Differentiation of Self (DoS) is a key variable for understanding how individuals relate within the context of
Differentiation of self romantic relationships. Previous studies have highlighted its role in emotional regulation and conflict man-
Forgiveness

agement, yet few have explored its connection to forgiveness and reparative strategies following an offense. The
aim of this study was to identify psychological profiles based on DoS levels and to examine their implications for
the forgiveness process and perceived reparative strategies after a transgression. The sample consisted of 591
individuals. Cluster analysis revealed three distinct profiles (high, moderate, and low DoS). Results showed that
individuals with high and moderate DoS reported lower levels of post-offense distress and higher scores in
positive dimensions of forgiveness (affect, cognition, and behavior) compared to those with low DoS. Further-
more, participants with low DoS more frequently perceived the use of negative reparative strategies, such as
justification or denial, while those in the high and moderate profiles perceived greater use of apologies. These
findings highlight the importance of considering DoS levels in understanding forgiveness and emotional repair,

Reparative strategies
Romantic relationship
Psychological profiles

with relevant clinical implications for couple therapy.

1. Introduction

The affective relationships individuals establish during childhood
and adolescence with primary attachment figures lay the groundwork
for later relational patterns (Ramos et al., 2022; Verhage et al., 2016). As
individuals mature, it is crucial that they achieve a balance between two
fundamental human dimensions attachment and autonomy particularly
within familial and intimate contexts. In Bowen's Family Systems Theory
(1978) this balance is conceptualized as the Differentiation of Self
(hereafter, DoS).

Forgiveness is also a central element in relational development and
maintenance. Defined as a transformation in thoughts, emotions, and
motivations toward an offender, forgiveness enables individuals to
reduce hostility, regulate negative affect and restore trust (McCullough
et al., 1997; Worthington, 2020). Within the context of couple re-
lationships, interpersonal forgiveness-forgiveness directed toward a part-
ner who has caused offense - serves as a critical repair mechanism. This
construct differs from self-forgiveness and divine forgiveness, which
have received increasing empirical attention in recent years (Fincham &
May, 2022), but which are not the focus of the present study. By
centering on forgiveness of others, we examine how DoS is related to the
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processes through which partners overcome hurtful experiences.

DoS is a cornerstone of systemic thinking and refers to the capacity to
distinguish between thoughts and feelings while remaining emotionally
connected yet sufficiently autonomous within relationships (Bowen,
1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). This construct operates on two levels:
intrapsychic, involving the regulation of emotional and cognitive pro-
cesses, and interpersonal, involving the ability to stay connected to
significant others without losing one's individuality (Bowen, 1978;
Keller & Noone, 2020; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Four dimensions:
emotional reactivity, [-position, emotional cutoff and fusion with others,
are commonly used to operationalize DoS. (Skowron & Friedlander,
1998).

Bowen (1978, 1991) proposed that individuals differ in their levels of
DoS, that is, in their ability to maintain emotional autonomy while
remaining emotionally connected to others without losing their sense of
self. These differences become especially apparent in emotionally
intense contexts, such as romantic conflict. Those with lower DoS are
prone to emotional fusion, excessive dependence on external validation,
and vulnerability to anxiety and stress-related dysfunction (Keller &
Noone, 2020; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). In contrast, individuals with higher
DoS maintain emotional balance, preserve a well-defined sense of self,
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and regulate their affective responses even in intense relational contexts
(Bowen, 1991; Rodriguez-Gonzalez et al., 2019). Empirical research has
demonstrated that higher DoS is associated with better emotional
regulation (Duch-Ceballos et al., 2021), relational security (Timm &
Keiley, 2011) and overall well-being (Sandage & Jankowski, 2010;
Skowron et al., 2004). It also predicts relationship satisfaction, adjust-
ment, and stability across time (Kim & Woo, 2025; Rodriguez-Gonzalez
et al., 2023). By contrast, low DoS has been linked to relational
dysfunction, higher anxiety and greater psychological distress (Murdock
& Gore Jr., 2004; Xue et al., 2018).

Bowen's theory represents a systemic framework that has undergone
significant theoretical and conceptual development (Nichols &
Schwartz, 2016) reflected in a growing body of empirical research
focused on DoS as a core construct in family and couple therapy models.
However, despite Bowen's rich theoretical propositions and the breadth
of research conducted to date, DoS-based personality profiles have yet to
be systematically tested or empirically validated. Although prior studies
suggest clear differences in relational dynamics between individuals
with high versus low DoS, there is insufficient conclusive evidence
regarding the number and characteristics of these individual profiles.
This study aims to empirically explore Bowen's model and contribute to
a better understanding of DoS typologies and their role in forgiveness in
interpersonal relationships, a relatively underexplored area in the
literature.

It is important to note that, within Bowen's framework, DoS not only
influences relational dynamics and symptomatology but also plays a key
role in conflict, one of the primary indicators of poor differentiation in
romantic relationships (Bowen, 1978; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). In
emotionally charged conflicts such as relational offenses, the ability to
maintain a balance between autonomy and emotional connection be-
comes crucial to coping with distress and adopting effective relational
repair strategies.

Interpersonal forgiveness is one of the ways of dealing with these
relational offenses. It is defined as a conscious process in which the
victim reduces negative emotions such as anger, resentment, or desire
for retaliation, and may even develop more benevolent responses to-
ward the offender (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2015; Fincham, 2020;
McCullough et al., 1997). In romantic contexts, this process often re-
quires empathy, perspective-taking, and deliberate emotional regulation
(Fincham & Beach, 2002). Forgiveness has been proposed as both a
means of emotional regulation and a path to relational repair (Burnette
et al., 2014), with various studies confirming its contribution to rela-
tional well-being (Fahimdanesh et al., 2020; Gao et al., 2022).

Recent findings (Telli & Yavuz Giiler, 2023) suggest a positive as-
sociation between DoS and forgiveness. Individuals with higher levels of
DoS appear better equipped to manage the emotional upheaval caused
by relational offenses: their ability to differentiate emotions from cog-
nitions, maintain perspective, and act autonomously facilitates the
forgiveness process (Rodriguez-Gonzalez et al., 2019; Telli & Yavuz
Giiler, 2023). Conversely, low-DoS individuals often become emotion-
ally overwhelmed, with heightened reactivity leading to prolonged
anger, rumination, or avoidance. This makes forgiveness more difficult,
as their functioning is dominated by intense affective responses rather
than reflective processes (Duch-Ceballos et al., 2021; Keller & Noone,
2020). In this sense, DoS provides a systemic framework for under-
standing why some individuals are more capable of forgiving relational
offenses and maintaining intimacy even under distress (Lampis et al.,
2017).

Some authors (Gordon & Baucom, 1998; Thompson et al., 2005)
argue that cognitive processes (such as broadening one's perspective,
considering the offender's viewpoint, and forming more realistic as-
sumptions about oneself, others, and the relationship) help the offended
person adopt a different perspective regain a sense of safety and control.
Thus, a higher DoS may facilitate more accurate appraisals of the
offense, support autonomous reflection, and ease recovery by promoting
forgiveness and reducing distress. In contrast, lower DoS is associated
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with emotion regulation difficulties (Duch-Ceballos et al., 2021) and
greater emotional reactivity (Kerr & Bowen, 1988), which can intensify
the experience of offense and lead to either emotional fusion or cutoff,
thereby prolonging post-offense distress.

Closely related to forgiveness are repair strategies responses enacted
by the offender after a transgression to restore the bond (Morse & Metts,
2011), which may be shaped by each partner's level of DoS. Higher DoS
supports both the expression and perception of reparative behaviors
during conflict (Rodriguez-Gonzalez et al., 2019). Yet not all strategies
equally foster forgiveness. Explicit strategies, such as apologies that
involve acknowledgment and accountability, are more effective
(Bachman & Guerrero, 2006; Kaleta & Mroz, 2021; McCullough et al.,
1998; Morse & Metts, 2011) than diversion strategies like justification,
minimization of harm, or denial of wrongdoing. Research has largely
examined repair strategies from the offender's perspective, linking them
to poorer interpersonal outcomes (Schumann & Orehek, 2019; Wood-
yatt & Wenzel, 2013).

Nevertheless, from the victim's perspective, few studies have exam-
ined the impact of reparative strategies on forgiveness, leaving this an
underexplored area the present study seeks to address. Despite the
relevance of forgiveness and DoS in romantic relationships, no research
has systematically explored differences in forgiveness, post-offense
distress, and perceptions of offender's reparative behaviors as a func-
tion of DoS. Thus, the present study aims to explore the existence of
psychological profiles based on DoS dimensions (emotional reactivity
and emotional cutoff) and examine differences in forgiveness and repair
strategies across them.

2. Method
2.1. Participants

The sample of the present study consisted of 591 participants who
were involved in a heterosexual romantic relationship of at least three
months' duration and who had experienced an offense within the context
of that relationship. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 86 years (M =
42.66; SD = 17.06), with 172 men (M = 49.91; SD = 17.48) and 419
women (M = 39.57; SD = 15.92). The average duration of the romantic
relationship was 18.73 years (SD = 16.30) and the mean length of
cohabitation was 15.73 years (SD = 16.24). More detailed sociodemo-
graphic characteristics can be consulted in Table 1.

2.2. Procedure

The study received ethical approval (No. 2022/32). Participation
was voluntary, anonymous and unpaid, with informed consent obtained.
Questionnaires were administered online via Qualtrics using a non-
probabilistic snowball sampling method, initially distributed through
organizations working with couples in Spain. The order of question-
naires was randomized to avoid bias, and completion took approxi-
mately 15 min.

2.3. Instruments

Enright Forgiveness Inventory (EFI-30; Enright et al., 2021). To mea-
sure interpersonal forgiveness, the Spanish adaptation of the EFI-30
(Kasprzak et al., 2023) was used. This instrument includes 30 items
across six subscales: positive affect, negative affect, positive behavior,
negative behavior, positive cognition and negative cognition. In the
present study, scores from the negative subscales were not reverse-coded
and are therefore interpreted as post-offense distress. In a Spanish
sample, Cronbach's alphas ranged from 0.80 to 0.92 (Kasprzak et al.,
2023). In the present study, Cronbach's alphas ranged from 0.74 to 0.90
and McDonald's omegas ranged from 0.75 to 0.91.

Marital Offense-Specific Forgiveness Scale (MOFS; Paleari et al., 2009).
To assess specific interpersonal forgiveness within the context of a
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Table 1
Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample.
N %
Sex Male 186 29.9%
Female 436 70.1 %
Stage 1: Independent young adult 140 225%
Stage 2: Couple formation 109 175%
Stage 3: Family with young children 99 159%
Stage 4: Family with adolescent
Life cycle stage children 92 148%
Stage 5 Fam¥ly in midlife with 7 11.4 %
launching children
Stage 6: Family in late midlife 67 10.8%
Stage 7: Family at the end of life 44 7.2%
None 252 40.5 %
1 45 7.2%
2 171 27.5%
Number of children 3 88 141%
4 33 53 %
5 22 3.5%
6 or more 10 1.6 %
Less than 1 38 6.1 %
1-2 76 12.2%
3-5 82 13.2%
. . . 6-10 74 11.9%
Dlgli::; of relationship 11-20 106 17.0%
21-30 87 14.0 %
31-40 81 13.1 %
41-50 55 8.8 %
51-60 23 3.7%
Not cohabiting 167 26.8%
Less than 1 16 2.6 %
1-2 20 3.2%
3-5 44 7.1%
e . 6-10 67 10.8 %
Cohabitation period 11-20 85 137 %
21-30 98 15.7 %
31-40 52 8.4 %
41-50 58 9.3 %
51-60 15 2.4 %

romantic relationship, the Spanish adaptation of the MOFS (Kasprzak &
Martinez-Diaz, 2025) was used. The scale consists of 10 items divided
into two subscales: benevolence and avoidance/resentment. In a Span-
ish couples validation, alphas were 0.85 for benevolence and 0.63 for
avoidance/resentment (Kasprzak & Martinez-Diaz, 2025). In the present
study, alphas were 0.83 and 0.63 and McDonald's omegas were 0.84 and
0.67, respectively.

Differentiation of Self Inventory—Revised (DSI-R; Skowron & Schmitt,
2003). To evaluate the level of DoS, the Spanish adaptation of the DSI-R
by Rodriguez et al. (2015) was used. This version consists of 26 items
divided into two subscales: emotional reactivity and emotional cutoff. In
the Spanish version, Cronbach's alpha was 0.85 for the total scale, with
values of 0.84 for Emotional Reactivity and 0.78 for Emotional Cutoff. In
the present study, alphas were 0.88 (total), 0.85 (Emotional Reactivity),
and 0.83 (Emotional Cutoff), while McDonald's omegas were 0.88, 0.86,
and 0.83, respectively.

Remedial Strategies Scale (RSS; Morse & Metts, 2011). To assess the
partner's perception of the offender's use of reparative strategies
following an offense, the RSS was used. This scale includes 15 items
distributed across four factors: apology, justification, avoidance, and
denial. The original version, developed with a non-clinical sample of
young U.S. couples, reported Cronbach's alphas of 0.92 (Apology), 0.71
(Justification), 0.65 (Avoidance), and 0.74 (Denial) (Morse & Metts,
2011). In the present study, alphas were 0.92, 0.68, 0.34 and 0.73, and
McDonald's omegas of 0.92, 0.69, 0.52 and 0.73, respectively.

2.4. Data analysis

To explore the existence of psychological profiles based on levels of
DoS (emotional reactivity and emotional cutoff) cluster analysis was
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conducted. Once the groups were identified, descriptive analyses were
conducted for each cluster. One-way ANOVA was used to compare the
clusters on different dimensions of forgiveness and reparative strategies.
Post hoc analyses were then carried out to examine significant differ-
ences among the clusters.

All data analyses were performed using SPSS version 25.

3. Results

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for the administered
questionnaires. A two-step cluster analysis indicated that a three-cluster
solution was appropriate, which was subsequently confirmed with K-
means. The results for both DoS dimensions in each cluster were clas-
sified as low, medium, or high based on previously calculated percen-
tiles (Table 3). ANOVAs revealed significant differences among clusters
in Emotional Reactivity (F (2, 588) = 620.84,p < .001, 112 =0.68) and in
Emotional Cutoff (F (2, 588) = 315.60, p < .001, 7> = 0.52) supporting
the distinctiveness of the three DoS profiles.

To perform the one-way ANOVA for mean differences, homogeneity
of variances was first assessed using Levene's test. Results indicated
equal variances (p > .05) for all variables except negative affect and
positive behavior (Table 4).

Regarding the post-hoc results, significant differences were found in
the variables of positive affect, positive behavior and positive cognition
between individuals with high and low DoS, as well as between those
with medium and low DoS. In all cases, participants in the high DoS
profile scored higher on positive aspects: affect, behavior and cognition
compared to those in the low DoS profile. Similarly, individuals in the
low DoS profile scored lower in all three domains than those in the
medium DoS profile.

For negative affect and avoidance/resentment, significant differ-
ences were found across all three profiles. Individuals with high DoS
reported lower levels of negative affect and avoidance/resentment
compared to those with medium and low DoS. However, individuals in
the low DoS profile scored higher on these variables than those in the
medium DoS profile.

With regard to negative behavior and negative cognition, the results
followed a similar pattern. Significant differences were found between
Profiles 1 and 3 as well as between Profiles 2 and 3.

As for the perception of reparative strategies used by the offender
(apologies, justification and denial), significant differences were found
in the apologies variable between the high and low DoS profiles, as well
as between the medium and low DoS profiles. Participants in the low
DoS profile reported perceiving a lower use of apologies by the offender.

Table 2
Descriptive analysis of the instruments.
Questionnaire Scale M [range] SD
Ad hoc questionnaire Time elapsed since offense 2.66 [1-4] 0.95
Perceived severity of offense 3.74 [1-5] 1.03
Positive Affect 23.88 [5-30] 5.49
Negative Affect 11.33 [5-30] 5.39
EFI-30 Positive Behavior 23.88 [5-30] 4.62
Negative Behavior 11.74 [5-30] 5.15
Positive Cognition 26.84 [5-30] 3.57
Negative Cognition 7.27 [5-30] 3.86
MOFS Avoidance/Resentment 23.75[6-30] 5.29
Benevolence 17.56 [4-20] 2.97
Emotional Reactivity 3.29 [1-6] 0.84
DSI-R Emotional Cutoff 4.55 [1-6] 0.74
Differentiation of Self 3.92 [1-6] 0.68
Apology 23.1 [5-35] 7.56
RSS Justification 10.15 [3-21] 4.11
Denial 9.95 [4-28] 4.71

Note. EFI-30- Enright Forgiveness Inventory; MOFS- Marital Offense-Specific
Forgiveness Scale; RSS- Remedial Strategies Scale; DSI-R — Differentiation of Self
Inventory—Revised.
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Table 3
Descriptive data of the identified DoS profiles.
Cluster
Profile 1 Profile 2 Profile 3
(High DoS) (Medium DoS) (Low DoS)
N=218 N = 265 N =108
M SD Level M SD Level M SD Level
Emotional reactivity 4.09 0.44 High 3.01 0.48 Medium 2.22 0.56 Low
Emotional cutoff 5.03 0.46 High 4.55 0.50 Low 3.52 0.63 Low
Table 4
Differences between profiles in forgiveness dimensions and repair strategies.
Variable Profile N M DT Statistic Contrast Post-hoc
1 218 24.44 5.20 1=2 HDS = 0.58
2 265 23.88 5.29 1>3 HDS = 2.24 **
Positive Affect 3 108 22.10 6.26 F=5.61"" 3<2 HDS = 1.78*
1 218 10.32 5.16 1<2 GH = -1.16*
2 265 11.48 5.15 1<3 GH = -3.6
Negative Affect 3 108 13.98 5.71 t=17.50%** 3>2 GH = 2.50°
1 218 24.41 4.54 1=2 HDS = 0.36
2 265 24.06 4.31 1>3 HDS = 2.44***
Positive Behavior 3 108 21.97 4.99 t=11.23*** 3<2 HDS = —2.08**
1 218 10.86 4.85 1=2 HDS = —0.64
2 265 11.50 4.90 1<3 HDS = —3.60%**
Negative Behavior 3 108 14.45 5.47 F=17.14""** 3>2 HDS = 2.96***
1 218 27.37 2.88 1=2 HDS = 0.51
2 265 26.86 3.59 1>3 HDS = 1.97+**
Positive Cognition 3 108 25.40 4.52 F = 8.75%** 3<2 HDS = —1.47**
1 218 6.47 2.76 1=2 HDS = —0.60
2 265 7.07 3.38 1<3 HDS = —3.09%**
Negative Cognition 3 108 9.56 5.81 F =14.25%** 3>2 HDS = 2.50*"
1 218 10.4 3.65 1<2 HDS = —2.26
2 265 12.66 5.37 1<3 HDS = —5.30
Avoidance/Resentment 3 108 15.70 6.22 F =40.26%** 3>2 HDS = 3.04***
1 218 18.04 2.70 1= HDS = 0.58
2 265 17.46 2.97 1>3 HDS = 1.32%**
Benevolence 3 108 16.71 3.39 F=6.81"" 3=2 HDS = —-0.75
1 218 23.72 7.31 1= HDS = 0.11
2 265 23.61 7.15 1>3 HDS = 3.30*"
Apologies 3 108 20.42 8.69 F =6.50"* 3<2 HDS = —-3.19%*
1 218 9.07 3.79 1<2 HDS = —1.20**
2 265 10.27 3.91 1<3
Justification 3 108 11.98 4.38 F=18.14"** 3>2
1 218 9.23 4.25 1=2
2 265 9.58 4.35 1<3
Denial 3 108 12.53 5.55 F=15.29 3>2

Note. F: F de Fischer; t: T de Welch; HDS: HDS de Tukey; GH: Games-Howell.
* p<.05.
" p<.01.

p < .001.

Statistically significant differences were also found between participants
in the high and low DoS profiles, as well as between the medium and low
DoS profiles, regarding justification, with individuals in the low DoS
profile perceiving a greater use of this strategy compared to those in the
high and medium DoS profiles. Finally, in relation to denial, significant
differences were observed between the high and low DoS profiles and
between the medium and low DoS profiles.

4. Discussion

Based on observations from clinical practice, Bowen (1991) quali-
tatively described individuals' functioning according to their DoS. While
Bowen offered valuable conceptual guidelines, these were not empiri-
cally tested and research mostly compared extreme groups. In this re-
gard, the aim of this study was to identify profiles based on DoS and
examine differences in interpersonal forgiveness and reparative strate-
gies. Recent research supports the importance of couples' joint DoS and
relationship adjustment in predicting forgiveness processes (Telli &

Yavuz Giiler, 2023) and highlights how differentiation of self may
reduce anxiety through forgiveness mechanisms (Kaleta & Mroz, 2022).
Regarding the identified profiles, the cluster analysis revealed three
groups: high, moderate and low DoS, showing distinct patterns of
functioning within romantic relationships according to DoS level. Such
stratification is especially useful in understanding individuals' responses
to complex relational situations, such as experiencing an offense within
a romantic relationship. Rather than treating DoS as a dichotomous
variable, the identification of a moderate profile highlights a middle
ground often overlooked. The current study identified three clearly
differentiated profiles based on DoS levels; however, statistically sig-
nificant differences across all three profiles were found only for moti-
vational aspects specifically avoidance/resentment and negative affect,
both of which are related to the interpersonal forgiveness process.

For the remaining variables, significant differences emerged between
individuals with high and low DoS, as well as between those with
moderate and low DoS, but not between high and moderate profiles.
These findings suggest that individuals with a moderate DoS profile may
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experience an unstable balance between the need for connection and the
desire for autonomy. Compared with low DoS, more prone to fusion or
cutoff, moderately differentiated individuals may struggle more with
regulating negative emotions such as avoidance and resentment. Clini-
cally, this ambivalence can translate into oscillations between closeness
and distance, informing tailored interventions. From a clinical
perspective, identifying such profiles offers practical implications for
therapeutic intervention. While individuals with low DoS may require
more intensive and structured interventions, those in the moderate
profile may benefit from work aimed at strengthening internal coher-
ence, integrating the need for both closeness and autonomy. Emerging
evidence supports that self-differentiation training improves marital
intimacy and conflict management strategies in distressed couples
(Jafari et al., 2024).

Bowen's theory (1978) posits that DoS is related to how individuals
cope with stressful situations. The results of this study support this idea,
showing that individuals with high and moderate levels of DoS experi-
enced less post-offense distress than those with low DoS following a
relational transgression. This may be explained by the fact that more
differentiated individuals regulate their emotions more flexibly and
adapt better to ambiguous or uncertain situations, which in turn allows
for a more balanced interpretation of reality. In this sense, interpersonal
forgiveness functions as a way to reduce post-offense distress by
diminishing negative responses toward the offender (Allemand et al.,
2013; Mullen et al., 2023). This process is consistent with the self-
regulatory capacities involved in DoS (Duch-Ceballos et al., 2021;
Yavuz Giiler & Karaca, 2021). Therefore, more differentiated individuals
are better equipped to explore the offense experience autonomously,
seek meaning in it, and recover more easily.

By contrast, individuals with low DoS tend to employ two strategies
to regulate anxiety in conflictual: emotional cutoff and emotional fusion.
Emotional cutoff involves a reactive withdrawal from others to reduce
anxiety and may manifest as distance, isolation or termination of the
relationship (Skowron & Friedlander, 1998). Emotional fusion, on the
other hand, refers to a tendency to conform to others' thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors in order to avoid expressing one's own viewpoint and gain
approval (Keller & Noone, 2020; Kerr & Bowen, 1988). Both of these
strategies hinder the resolution of post-offense distress and obstruct
progress toward forgiveness. In such cases, individuals with low DoS
may suppress or ignore the offense and fail to complete crucial phases of
the forgiveness process, such as deep reflection and the search for
meaning.

Furthermore, the current study found that individuals with low
levels of DoS perceived greater use of denial and justification as repar-
ative strategies by the offender, whereas individuals with moderate and
high levels of DoS perceived greater use of apologies. Although previous
research has not specifically examined the use of reparative strategies
based on DoS levels, these findings enhance our understanding of the
forgiveness process. As several authors have noted (Bachman & Guer-
rero, 2006; Bennett, 2022; Forster et al., 2021; Kaleta & Mroz, 2021;
Morse & Metts, 2011), apologies can reduce the negative impact of of-
fenses, foster authentic forgiveness, and support emotional repair. In
this sense, it is likely that in individuals with moderate and high levels of
DoS, apologies are more effective and promote sincere forgiveness to-
ward the offending partner.

In contrast, individuals with low DoS may be more likely to engage in
relationships where negative reparative strategies such as minimization
and justification are more frequently used. These strategies act as
avoidance mechanisms, preventing these individuals from confronting
the offense and thereby perpetuating post-offense distress. These find-
ings hold important implications for clinical practice, emphasizing the
need to work on enhancing the DoS of both partners in order to help
them build healthier relationships. When a mistake or offense occurs,
the capacity for employing restorative actions that promote genuine
forgiveness and emotional repair becomes essential.

This study offers novel evidence by identifying, three distinct
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psychological profiles based on DoS levels: low, moderate and high.
Moreover, the results highlight a differentiated functioning in the
forgiveness process according to DoS profile. In particular, the findings
indicate that individuals with low levels of DoS are more vulnerable to
experiencing persistent post-offense distress, which prevents or hinders
a satisfactory forgiveness process.

Despite these contributions, the study is not without limitations. The
analysis focused only on forgiveness and reparative strategies, so the
findings cannot be generalized to other dimensions of relational func-
tioning. The cross-sectional design and the focus on a single offense
further limit generalizability and longitudinal studies are needed to
explore how forgiveness unfolds over time and across offense types.
Moreover, the study included the Remedial Strategies Scale, which has
not yet been validated in Spanish. One of its subscales (Avoidance)
showed low reliability and although it was not considered in the sub-
sequent analyses, future research should examine its psychometric
properties in Spanish samples, particularly with couples. Finally, rela-
tionship length and life cycle stage may also influence results, as couples
with only a few months together likely differ from long-term couples in
experience, motivation, and willingness to repair the relationship. This
factor may be relevant and should be explored in future research. In
addition, the use of a typological approach to identify DoS profiles may
be considered a limitation, as dimensional perspectives are increasingly
emphasized in psychological research. Nevertheless, in the present study
the profiles are understood as heuristic patterns rather than rigid cate-
gories and may serve as useful reference points for both future research
and clinical practice, for example in helping therapists to situate
forgiveness and repair processes within different relational styles.

5. Conclusions

The study identified three profiles of differentiation of self (DoS) and
their role in interpersonal forgiveness within romantic relationships.
Findings indicate that higher DoS is linked to lower post-offense distress,
greater emotional flexibility, and stronger endorsement of apologies as
reparative strategies. Conversely, low DoS was associated with mal-
adaptive responses that hinder emotional repair. These results hold
important clinical implications and point to future directions for longi-
tudinal research.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Agata Kasprzak: Writing — review & editing, Writing — original
draft, Methodology, Investigation, Data curation. Maria Pilar Marti-
nez-Diaz: Supervision, Conceptualization.

Declaration of competing interest

The present study received no specific funding from public, private,
or non-profit entities.

Data availability
Data will be made available on request.

References

Allemand, M., Steiner, M., & Hill, P. L. (2013). Effects of a forgiveness intervention for
older adults. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 60(2), 279-286. https://doi.org/
10.1037/a0031839

Bachman, G. F., & Guerrero, L. K. (2006). Forgiveness, apology, and communicative
responses to hurtful events. Communication Reports, 19(1), 4-56. https://doi.org/
10.1080/08934210600586357

Bennett, C. (2022). What goes on when we apologize?? Journal of Ethics and Social
Philosophy, 23(1), 115-135. https://doi.org/10.26556/jesp.v23i1.1294

Bowen, M. (1978). Family therapy in clinical practice. Jason Aronson.

Bowen, M. (1991). De la familia al individuo. La diferenciacion del si mismo en el sistema
familiar. Paidés.


https://doi.org/10.1037/a0031839
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0031839
https://doi.org/10.1080/08934210600586357
https://doi.org/10.1080/08934210600586357
https://doi.org/10.26556/jesp.v23i1.1294
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(25)00480-5/rf0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(25)00480-5/rf0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(25)00480-5/rf0025

A. Kasprzak and M.P. Martinez-Diaz

Burnette, J. L., Davisson, E. K., Finkel, E. J., Van Tongeren, D. R., Hui, C. M., &
Hoyle, R. H. (2014). Self-control and forgiveness: A meta-analytic review. Social
Psychological and Personality Science, 5(4), 443-450. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1948550613502991

Duch-Ceballos, C., Oliver Pece, J., & Skowron, E. (2021). Differentiation of self and its
relationship with emotional self-regulation and anxiety in a Spanish sample. The
American Journal of Family Therapy, 49(5), 517-533. https://doi.org/10.1080/
01926187.2020.1841039

Enright, R., Rique, J., Lustosa, R., Song, J. Y., Komoski, M. C., Batool, L, ... Costuna, E.
(2021). Validating the Enright Forgiveness Inventory-30 (EFI-30). European Journal
of Psychological Assessment, 38(2), 113-123. https://doi.org/10.1027/1015-5759/
2000649

Enright, R. D., & Fitzgibbons, R. P. (2015). Forgiveness therapy: An empirical guide for
resolving anger and restoring hope. American Psychological Association. https://doi.
org/10.1037/14526-000

Fahimdanesh, F., Noferesti, A., & Tavakol, K. (2020). Self-compassion and forgiveness:
Major predictors of marital satisfaction in young couples. The American Journal of
Family Therapy, 48(3), 221-234. https://doi.org/10.1080/01926187.2019.1708832

Fincham, F. D. (2020). Forgiveness in marriage. In E. L. Worthington, Jr., N. G. Wade, &
Group (Eds.), Handbook of forgiveness (2nd ed., pp. 142-152). Routledge. https://doi.
org/10.4324/9781351123341-14.

Fincham, F. D., & Beach, S. R. (2002). Forgiveness in marriage: Implications for
psychological aggression and constructive communication. Personal Relationships, 9
(3), 239-251. https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6811.00016

Fincham, F. D., & May, R. W. (2022). No type of forgiveness is an island: Divine
forgiveness, self-forgiveness and interpersonal forgiveness. The Journal of Positive
Psychology, 17(5), 620-627. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2021.1913643

Forster, D. E., Billingsley, J., Burnette, J. L., Lieberman, D., Ohtsubo, Y., &
McCullough, M. E. (2021). Experimental evidence that apologies promote
forgiveness by communicating relationship value. Scientific Reports, 11(1), Article
13107. https://doi.org/10.1038/541598-021-92373-y

Gao, F., Li, Y., & Bai, X. (2022). Forgiveness and subjective well-being: A meta-analysis
review. Personality and Individual Differences, 186, Article 111350. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.paid.2021.111350

Gordon, K. C., & Baucom, D. H. (1998). Understanding betrayals in marriage: A
synthesized model of forgiveness. Family Process, 37(4), 425-449. https://doi.org/
10.1111/j.1545-5300.1998.00425.x

Jafari, S. F., Kazemian Moghaddam, K., & Gholamzadeh Jofreh, M. (2024). The
effectiveness of self-differentiation training on family process and marital intimacy
in couples with marital conflict. Preventive Care in Nursing & Midwifery Journal, 14
(4), 52-60. https://doi.org/10.61186/pcnm.14.4.52

Kaleta, K., & Mrdz, J. (2021). The effect of apology on emotional and decisional
forgiveness: The role of personality. Personality and Individual Differences, 168,
Article 110310. https://doi.org/10.1016/].paid.2020.110310

Kaleta, K., & Mroéz, J. (2022). How forgiveness relieves anxiety: the role of differentiation
of self. Journal of Beliefs & Values, 44(3), 1-16. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13617672.2022.2133427

Kasprzak, A., & Martinez-Diaz, M. P. (2025). Assessment of forgiveness in couple
relationships: Adaptation of the Marital Offense-Specific Forgiveness Scale (MOFS)
to a Spanish sample. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 51(1), Article e12738.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jmft.12738

Kasprzak, A., Martinez-Diaz, M. P., Molinero Caparrés, C., & Enright, R. (2023).
Interpersonal forgiveness: validation of the Enright Forgiveness Inventory (EFI-30)
in a Spanish sample. Anales de Psicologia, 39(3), 364-373. https://doi.org/10.6018/
analesps.522011

Keller, M. N., & Noone, R. J. (Eds.). (2020). Handbook of Bowen family systems theory and
research methods. A system model for family research. Routledge.

Kerr, M. E., & Bowen, M. (1988). Family evaluation: An approach based on Bowen theory.
Norton y Co.

Kim, S., & Woo, S. (2025). Indirect effects of self-differentiation and mentalization on
family of origin health and marital satisfaction among Korean adults. Journal of
Marital and Family Therapy, 51(1), Article e12756. https://doi.org/10.1111/
jmft.12756

Lampis, J., Cataudella, S., Busonera, A., & Skowron, E. A. (2017). The role of
differentiation of self and dyadic adjustment in predicting codependency.
Contemporary Family Therapy, 39(1), 62-72. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-017-
9403-4

McCullough, M. E., Rachal, K. C., Sandage, S. J., Worthington, E. L., Jr., Brown, S. W., &
Hight, T. L. (1998). Interpersonal forgiving in close relationships: II. Theoretical
elaboration and measurement. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75(6),
1586-1603. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.75.6.1586

McCullough, M. E., Worthington, E. L., Jr., & Rachal, K. C. (1997). Interpersonal
forgiving in close relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73(2),
321-336. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.73.2.321

Personality and Individual Differences 249 (2026) 113518

Morse, C. R., & Metts, S. (2011). Situational and communicative predictors of forgiveness
following a relational transgression. Western Journal of Communication, 75(3),
239-258. https://doi.org/10.1080/10570314.2011.571652

Mullen, L. M., Bistany, B. R., Kim, J. J., Joseph, R. A., Akers, S. W., Harvey, J. R., &
Houghton, A. (2023). Facilitation of forgiveness: Impact on health and well-being.
Holistic Nursing Practice, 37(1), 15-23. https://doi.org/10.1097/
HNP.0000000000000559

Murdock, N. L., & Gore, P. A., Jr. (2004). Stress, coping, and differentiation of self: A test
of Bowen theory. Contemporary Family Therapy, 26(3), 319-335. https://doi.org/
10.1023/B:COFT.0000037918.53929.18

Nichols, M. P., & Schwartz, R. C. (2016). Family therapy: concepts and methods. Pearson.

Paleari, F. G., Regalia, C., & Fincham, F. D. (2009). Measuring offence-specific
forgiveness in marriage: The Marital Offence-specific Forgiveness Scale (MOFS).
Psychological Assessment, 21(2), 194-209. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0016068

Ramos, M. C., Cheng, C. H. E., Preston, K. S., Gottfried, A. W., Guerin, D. W.,
Gottfried, A. E., ... Oliver, P. H. (2022). Positive family relationships across 30 years:
Predicting adult health and happiness. Journal of Family Psychology, 36(7),
1216-1228. https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000983

Rodriguez, M. R., Skowron, E. A., & Anchia, R. J. (2015). Spanish adaptation of the
Differentiation of Self Inventory-Revised (DSI-R). Terapia Psicoldgica, 33(1), 47-58.
https://doi.org/10.4067,/50718-48082015000100005

Rodriguez-Gonzalez, M., Bell, C. A., Pereyra, S. B., Martinez-Diaz, M. P., Schweer-
Collins, M., & Bean, R. A. (2023). Differentiation of self and relationship attachment,
quality, and stability: A path analysis of dyadic and longitudinal data from Spanish
and US couples. PLoS One, 18(3), Article e0282482. https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pone.0282482

Rodriguez-Gonzalez, M., Martins, M. V., Bell, C. A., Lafontaine, M. F., & Costa, M. E.
(2019). Differentiation of self, psychological distress, and dyadic adjustment:
Exploring an integrative model through an actor-partner analysis. Contemporary
Family Therapy, 41(3), 293-303. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcad.12251

Sandage, S. J., & Jankowski, P. J. (2010). Forgiveness, spiritual instability, mental health
symptoms, and well-being: Mediator effects of differentiation of self. Psychology of
Religion and Spirituality, 2(3), 168-180. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019124

Schumann, K., & Orehek, E. (2019). Avoidant and defensive: Adult attachment and
quality of apologies. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 36(3), 809-833.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407517746

Skowron, E. A,, & Friedlander, M. L. (1998). The differentiation of self inventory:
Development and initial validation. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 45(3),
235-246. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.45.3.235

Skowron, E. A., & Schmitt, T. A. (2003). Assessing interpersonal fusion: Reliability and
validity of a new DSI Fusion with others subscale. Journal of Marital and Family
Therapy, 29(2), 209-222. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2003.tb01201.x

Skowron, E. A., Wester, S. R., & Azen, R. (2004). Differentiation of self mediates college
stress and adjustment. Journal of Counseling and Development, 82(1), 69-78. https://
doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2004.tb00287.x

Telli, A., & Yavuz Giiler, C. (2023). Differentiation of self, forgiveness, jealousy, and
conflict resolution responses among married individuals: The mediating role of
relationship satisfaction, relationship adjustment, and emotional dependency.
Contemporary Family Therapy, 45(2), 157-171. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-
021-09603-8

Thompson, L. Y., Snyder, C. R., Hoffman, L., Michael, S. T., Rasmussen, H. N.,

Billings, L. S., ... Roberts, D. E. (2005). Dispositional forgiveness of self, others, and
situations. Journal of Personality, 73(2), 313-359. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
6494.2005.00311.x

Timm, T. M., & Keiley, M. K. (2011). The effects of differentiation of self, adult
attachment, and sexual communication on sexual and marital satisfaction: A path
analysis. Journal of Sex & Marital Therapy, 37(3), 206-223. https://doi.org/10.1080/
0092623X.2011.564513

Verhage, M. L., Schuengel, C., Madigan, S., Fearon, R. M., Oosterman, M., Cassibba, R.,
... van IJzendoorn, M. H.. (2016). Narrowing the transmission gap: A synthesis of
three decades of research on intergenerational transmission of attachment.
Psychological Bulletin, 142(4), 337-366. https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000038

Woodpyatt, L., & Wenzel, M. (2013). Self-forgiveness and restoration of an offender
following an interpersonal transgression. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 32
(2), 225-259. https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2013.32.2.225

Worthington, E. (2020). The science of forgiveness. John Templeton foundation.

Xue, Y., Xu, Z. Y., Zaroff, C., Chi, P., Du, H., Ungvari, G. S., ... Xiang, Y. T. (2018).
Associations of differentiation of self and adult attachment in individuals with
anxiety-related disorders. Perspectives in Psychiatric Care, 54(1), 54-63. https://doi.
org/10.1111/ppc.12200

Yavuz Giiler, C., & Karaca, T. (2021). The role of differentiation of self in predicting
rumination and emotion regulation difficulties. Contemporary Family Therapy, 43(2).
https://doi.org/10.1007/510591-020-09559-1 (113-12).


https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550613502991
https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550613502991
https://doi.org/10.1080/01926187.2020.1841039
https://doi.org/10.1080/01926187.2020.1841039
https://doi.org/10.1027/1015-5759/a000649
https://doi.org/10.1027/1015-5759/a000649
https://doi.org/10.1037/14526-000
https://doi.org/10.1037/14526-000
https://doi.org/10.1080/01926187.2019.1708832
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351123341-14
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351123341-14
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6811.00016
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2021.1913643
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-92373-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.111350
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2021.111350
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.1998.00425.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1545-5300.1998.00425.x
https://doi.org/10.61186/pcnm.14.4.52
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2020.110310
https://doi.org/10.1080/13617672.2022.2133427
https://doi.org/10.1080/13617672.2022.2133427
https://doi.org/10.1111/jmft.12738
https://doi.org/10.6018/analesps.522011
https://doi.org/10.6018/analesps.522011
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(25)00480-5/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(25)00480-5/rf0100
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(25)00480-5/rf0105
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(25)00480-5/rf0105
https://doi.org/10.1111/jmft.12756
https://doi.org/10.1111/jmft.12756
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-017-9403-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-017-9403-4
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.75.6.1586
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.73.2.321
https://doi.org/10.1080/10570314.2011.571652
https://doi.org/10.1097/HNP.0000000000000559
https://doi.org/10.1097/HNP.0000000000000559
https://doi.org/10.1023/B:COFT.0000037918.53929.18
https://doi.org/10.1023/B:COFT.0000037918.53929.18
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(25)00480-5/rf0145
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0016068
https://doi.org/10.1037/fam0000983
https://doi.org/10.4067/S0718-48082015000100005
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0282482
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcad.12251
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019124
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407517746
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.45.3.235
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.2003.tb01201.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2004.tb00287.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2004.tb00287.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-021-09603-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-021-09603-8
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.2005.00311.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.2005.00311.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/0092623X.2011.564513
https://doi.org/10.1080/0092623X.2011.564513
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000038
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2013.32.2.225
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0191-8869(25)00480-5/rf0225
https://doi.org/10.1111/ppc.12200
https://doi.org/10.1111/ppc.12200
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-020-09559-1

	Differentiation of self and its implications for forgiveness and repair in romantic relationships
	1 Introduction
	2 Method
	2.1 Participants
	2.2 Procedure
	2.3 Instruments
	2.4 Data analysis

	3 Results
	4 Discussion
	5 Conclusions
	CRediT authorship contribution statement
	Declaration of competing interest
	Data availability
	References


