A\ L
o) (« NARRATIVE WORKS

Issues, Investigations, & Interventions

ZZ I

“Forgiveness is About Building Your Identity Again
After the Transgression”: Narrative Identity and
Turning Points in the Forgiveness Process

Anne Haikola
University of Eastern Finland
anne.haikola@uef.fi

Forgiveness is a multilayered process. However, there is little research on how
individuals construct their narrative identity through self-positioning at turning points
in the forgiveness process. The present study investigated these questions by
interviewing 22 Finnish adults, applying McAdams’s life story interview method.
Data-driven thematic narrative analysis demonstrated six turning points for the
positioning self: (1) prologue: reflecting on the self from a distance, (2) the self gets
help from others, (3) battling with the self, (4) the enlightened self, (5) the self initiates
confrontation and (6) epilogue: the stronger future self. For the participants, these
turning points were complex and profound experiences. Narrative turning points of
forgiveness represented the many shades and phases of the forgiveness process that
shaped participants’ positions and lives. The process was not linear and included
stalled phases. Self-positioning moved from transgression to forgiveness, and in this
process, the self’s agency varied from external to active. Participants described turning
points in narratives of learning and empowerment with a strong protagonist who wants
to move on in life. Turning points of forgiveness and self-positions may take different
narrative forms in the future as individuals continue to narrate their forgiveness.
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“Sometimes a new interpretation of an old story can take the form of a “turning
point” with the power to change the teller’s life” — Hydén (2021, p. 19)

Narrative researchers assume that people are thoroughly narrative
beings (Baldwin et al., 2015). Individuals strive to create meanings through their
personal narratives (McAdams & Dunlop, 2022), especially when coping with
adversities (Murray, 2000). Narrative perspective can offer an avenue for
individuals to express lived experiences (Thomas & Fietje, 2020). Narrative
identity, identity formed through story, allows one to both remain the same and
change over the course of one’s life and hardships (McAdams & Dunlop, 2022).
Inner narrative is an ongoing process within a society in which individuals live and
use cultural narrative models (Hénninen, 1999).

Narrative identity is not a smooth project, but involves turning points
(McAdams & Dunlop, 2022). Turning points, like the birth of a child or losing a
job, may be positive or negative, or both (Garrido-Lopez et al., 2023). There are
many definitions of turning points (Wieslander & Lofgren, 2023); Mitchell et al.
(2020) have comprehended it as change in life or in personality. Stories of turning
points can be viewed as part of individuals’ making meaning in life (Drake, 2006)
and identity formation (Qverlien, 2023).

The present study seeks to understand the turning points of forgiveness.
The turning point is understood here as the change in the forgiveness process which
leads to a further understanding, decision, or moving on in a forgiveness trajectory.
Turning points are seen to shape forgiveness, which is more a process than a project
(Worthington, 2020). By investigating turning points it is possible to gain deeper
understanding of the whole forgiveness process, and to capture how people narrate
their identity differently in relation to narrative turning points.

If there is something to forgive, there must first be a transgression.
Transgressions are difficult situations, which potentially lead to a crisis, break the
sense of self and shake purpose in life (Nezlek et al., 2012). Transgressions are
moral threats to victims (Wenzel et al., 2023; Woodyatt et al., 2022), and the
severity of the transgression may affect the forgiveness process (Johnson et al.,
2013). The individual’s identity and life story may be disrupted in the aftermath of
the transgression (McAdams & Dunlop, 2022).

Forgiveness may be needed in situations where expectations are violated
(Witvliet, 2020) and the victim feels transgressed against and wounded (Martinez-
Diaz et al., 2021). Forgiveness is a coping mechanism which serves the wellbeing
of the victim (Chi et al., 2019; Cook et al., 2022) and protects valuable relationships
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(Abrahamson et al., 2012). It is a process and an outcome (Strelan, 2020), and it
can be viewed on an intrapersonal and interpersonal level (Field et al., 2013).
Forgiveness may be expressed verbally and nonverbally in different ways,
depending on the transgression and the relationship (Sheldon & Antony, 2018).
Forgiveness and unforgiveness are distinct (Worthington & Wade, 1999), although
qualitative research suggests that they may overlap (Haikola, 2023b).

To the best of my knowledge, there is no peer-reviewed research on
turning points in narratives of forgiveness. Turning points are a meaningful
perspective because the process of forgiveness involves many phases and changes
(Worthington, 2020) and it is thoroughly emotional, embodied and sensory
(Haikola, 2023b). Moreover, turning points are included when people narrate
movements from bad to good and from good to bad (McAdams & Bowman, 2001),
which are presumably involved in the forgiveness process. Narrative methods are
useful to investigate how people cope with adversities and construct their fluid
narrative identities in an ongoing process in messy lives (Bochner & Riggs, 2014).

Little is known about how the turning points of forgiveness relate to
the identity work people do as they navigate from transgression to forgiveness
or about how people take different self-positions in their turning points of
forgiveness. So, greater understanding of turning points deepens our knowledge
of the forgiveness process and the agency of the forgivers. The analysis of
turning points is bound up with the idea of a dialogical self: the self can take
many positions in a polyphonic choir of different voices through which the self
tries to make sense of their contradictory experiences (Hermans et al., 1992;
McAdams & Dunlop, 2022). It is assumed that this positionality functions as an
identity that is negotiated and expanded through social action and is
performative in nature (Hydén, 2010). Because forgiveness is a multilayered
process (Haikola, 2023b), when one narrates turning points in this process, one
is like to shift position in space and time. Here, therefore, narrative identity is
understood to include many self-positions, not just one.

Since precise knowledge related to the whole forgiveness process is
scarce, the present study fills in gaps and asks: (1) What are the narrative turning
points of forgiveness? (2) How do individuals construct their narrative identity
through self-positioning at their turning points of forgiveness?
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METHOD
Procedure

For the study, 22 participants were recruited via an announcement on
public social media channels and through open advertisements in public areas. The
criterion for participation in the study was adult age and willingness to speak about
an experience of forgiveness. Interview questions and writing tasks were sent to the
participants via email before the interviews. Ethical approval was obtained prior to
the interviews. Participants were informed that participation in the study was
voluntary and they could withdraw from it at any time. Before and after the
interviews participants had the opportunity to ask questions about the research,
reflect on their experience about the interview, and speak openly about anything
they wished. Participants were able to contact the interviewer if they had anything
important to add or share after the interviews.

McAdams’s life story interview was applied in semi-structured thematic
interviews (McAdams, 1985). This method may be used to inquire into the whole
life story or parts of it (Adler et al., 2017). It targets an individual’s life specifically
and the memories, relationships, values and personal meanings they have about
their existence. The method stimulates interviewees to imagine that life is like a
book with different chapters, and to consider what major chapters would make up
their life story. The interviews focused on the participant’s specific forgiveness
experience and included six themes: life situation, values, and worldviews;
transgression; forgiveness process; relationship with the offender; meaning of
forgiveness; and wishes for forgiveness in the future. Participants were asked to
disclose the turning points they faced during their forgiveness process.

The initial interview questions were about participants’ life situation,
values, worldviews, and transgressions. After that I asked participants to complete
a writing task: to write a story or chapter titles related to their forgiveness process
as if they were writing a (short) story. They were asked to imagine that their
forgiveness experience was like a book with various chapters and to ponder what
key chapters their own forgiveness story would include. Then the participants
presented the writing task orally. When they were ready, I asked extra questions
related to their story (e.g., feelings, thoughts). Then there was a shift to other themes
(relationship with the transgressor; meaning of forgiveness and wishes for
forgiveness in the future). The interview included open-ended questions and
questions about the thoughts, feelings, and turning points of forgiveness; low and
high points of the process; meaningful episodes; narrated causal events; important
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people related to the process; ideal role models of forgiveness; values related to
forgiveness and wishes for forgiveness in the future.

Participants had the opportunity to choose the setting of the interview
due to of the restrictions during the COVID-19 pandemic. Three wanted to
participate only by writing, seven interviews were held face to face in eastern and
southern Finland, and 12 via the university’s secured video connection. The
interviews took a total of 1626 minutes. The average length was 86 minutes; the
longest was 140 and the shortest 49 minutes. Permission was obtained to record
and transcribe all interviews. The material contained 314 transcribed pages of
interviews, 18 pages of written responses, and 27 pages of writing tasks.
Participants were Finns from eastern and southern Finland. Those who wished to
share their age ranged from 26 to 62. Examples of transgressions reported by
participants included: abusive or neglectful (step)parents or partners, unfaithful
partners, being left by a romantic partner or friend, unpaid debt, betrayals and
verbal abuse by friends and relatives, relatives’ decision to end a relationship,
workplace harassment and intimidation by the boss to end an employment contract.

Analysis

Narratives are complex, and researchers have not reached a clear
consensus on the definition of narrative (Bochner & Riggs, 2014). Narratives may
take many forms, not just traditional ones (Hyvérinen et al., 2010). [ am interested
in analyzing not just “big stories,” but also “small stories,” which capture the
mundane, brief moments and metaphors which people use to construct their
contextualized, contradictory and fleeting identities (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou,
2008). I approach participants’ narratives as meanings of personal coping with their
narrative identity (see Murray, 2000).

Because I had sent out the interview questions via email attachment
before the interviews, participants may have known that I would be asking about
the turning points of forgiveness. However, some participants seemed not to have
read the interview questions, and one participant said they had not, because they
wanted the situation to be authentic. My idea behind sending the questions
beforehand was to create a safe space and gain trust to speak about emotional issues.
My goal was to conduct ethical research without stressing the participants. This
decision can be seen as a strength of the study. Participants were very open about
their experiences and it was possible to obtain coherent turning point narratives.
Had I not sent the questions, the results would have been different.
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After initial familiarization with the material, 1 applied thematic
narrative analysis to it (Riessman, 2008). I read the material several times, adding
highlights and notes in the margins and a notebook. I approached the interviews as
unique and individual stories, but noted what they had in common and what they
did not. In the analysis, I paid particular attention to changes in participants’ talk on
forgiveness. I recognized the turning points by these changes in tones, meaning,
position shifts, and identity movements that participants made as they narrated their
forgiveness experiences. It was possible to notice turning points in the way
participants talked about themselves during episodes: they used different language
when they talked about themselves in their forgiveness process. These position
shifts revealed a turning point. More precisely, a change marked a turning point:
when a participant gained a new understanding, made a decision, felt differently
than in the past, or moved to some direction in a forgiveness trajectory. Metaphors
were also meaningful parts I focused on. Moreover, I reviewed the turning points
that participants pointed out themselves.

I transferred the material to the ATLAS.ti software and began coding
based on the highlighting and notes. One code was one or several sentences. Based
on the codes, I started to write the analysis and form themes. In the data-driven
analysis, the themes are focused on the turning points of forgiveness and the
narrative identity work around them. Below, participants are referred to by codes
(P1 is Participant 1 etc.). Verbatim extracts are translated into English by the author.

RESULTS

The forgiveness process was very vivid and it included diverse turning
points and narrative self-positioning. Participants experienced big and dramatic
turning points but also smaller ones; these were not only concrete happenings but
also psychological phenomena (see Le & Doukas, 2013). The process was not
linear: it included stepping back or being stuck and was described as “messy.” In
any case, all turning points were important part of the process. These turning points
were: (1) prologue: reflecting on the self from a distance, (2) the self gets help from
others, (3) battling with the self, (4) the enlightened self, (5) the self initiates
confrontation and (6) epilogue: the stronger future self. I go through these turning
points in turn, with one or two long verbatim extracts per theme. The aim is not to
represent participants’ sequential turning points, all turning points, or a linear
forgiveness process. Naturally, there were individual variations in turning points.
Instead, the results show common turning points which most of the participants
experienced in individual ways and in personal order, some in a cycle. All of them
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narrated the beginning and the end of the process and something in the middle. The
first and last turning points were named prologue and epilogue based on
descriptions participants used themselves.

PROLOGUE: REFLECTING ON THE SELF FROM DISTANCE

Participants started to narrate the turning points of forgiveness from the
time when transgressions happened. Participants described how the transgression
was a shocking episode (or episodes) which was hard to face and react.
Disbelieving what happened was overwhelming and confusing. Some felt numb
and like an empty shell, some suppressed their emotions, some concentrated on
work or studies and tried to bypass what had happened. A few used drugs and
alcohol to numb their pain and planned revenge. One participant said they knew
that they should react more strongly and be angry with the transgressor, but instead
remained calm and rational (P13). In one way, they were entangled with the
transgression, but they tried to distance themselves from it. This phase was
described as almost losing their sense of self and security. At some point they
acknowledged that they are in pain and afraid of losing control. At this turning
point, the self was positioned at a distance and participants described themselves in
external terms. It seemed that the self had too much to bear, so the way to cope was
by distancing and even dissociating.

Some narrations started from childhood when the transgressor was a
(step)parent or parents. For those whose abuser was (step)parent or parents the
realization usually came during adolescence or adulthood: I was treated wrongly.
Then they needed to deal with their lost childhood and feel sorrow, disappointment,
betrayal, bitterness and anger. One participant suffered from amnesia and
understood they had been a victim of sexual abuse later, in midlife. Among these
abused or neglected participants some event in the outside world activated the
process to begin, as P2 described:

I'was not aware of the great hatred I felt for my dad until the day
after [I heard he had died]. I was shocked that first evening. The
next morning, someone from the police called me and told me
what I had to do. They sounded so compassionate, like “Oh, this
is so hard.” It triggered such an enormous hatred. And I felt that
it came from very deep. This hate, it came from somewhere very
deep inside of me. Very deep. When [ was a child I used to draw
pictures of my dad’s grave... As an adult I had thoughts that if
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thoughts could make someone sick, my thoughts could kill my
dad. Somehow I had denied the existence of hatred in myself.

This participant described the enormous hatred they had inside them.
They came to realize it only after hearing that their abusive father had died. This
participant repeated “deep hatred” three times, which highlighted the level of
emotion. Hatred was constructed as an external, uncontrollable force, like a natural
phenomenon. This emotion and its intensity surprised them. The participant shifted
position to their childhood and narrated how they used to draw their father’s
gravestones. Their narration included magical thinking in adulthood: what if my
thoughts could kill? People can rely on magical thinking when facing uncertainty
and difficult emotions (Namdiero-Walsh et al., 2022). P17 faced intense emotions
as well during the transgression episode:

1 felt confused when I heard the [manager s] words. Did I hear
right, can this person say that to me in this situation... Maybe
1 didn't hear right. But because they continued with the same
tone so... I experienced feelings from confusion to fear. I dont
know if I had any thoughts other than “I have to survive.” I
consciously reassured myself that, hey, shift to an observer
role. That I'm not going to cry or deny the manager s words,
but just accept it and try to get out of this situation.

This participant described many emotions they felt when the
transgression occurred. The confusion was devastating when the manager told
them that they had to leave the job. The participant felt that they had been loyal
to the job and a good worker. They narrated how they questioned their senses:
is this real, is this really happening? At the same time an inner voice said: [ need
to get out and survive. They took a third-person position and advised them to be
calm, not show their emotions, and try to leave as soon as possible. This
observational self-position helped them to survive the situation. Taking a third-
person position helps one to regulate emotions and navigate social conflicts
(Kross & Ayduk, 2024).

Overall, this turning point concentrated around one question: why? Why
the transgressor acted like that, why this happened to me and why I am the victim.
The participants pondered the theme of responsibility. Mostly they considered that
the transgressors were responsible for what happened. In this phase they did not
wonder whether they had any part in the transgression; it was mostly shocking and
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numbing. The question why is related to the past, but when an individual starts to
ask “what this means for me” and “what for?” new and future-oriented meanings
can be found (Kettunen, 2013, pp. 239-240). These questions enable one to find
meaning for suffering. At this turning point, the self was positioned at a distance
and constructed in external language. Distancing provided participants with safety
to cope with the overwhelming emotions and supported their agency to deal with
the unbearable transgression.

The Self Gets Help From Others

None of the participants narrated going through the forgiveness process
alone. They sought help and received it. These helpers were family members,
partners, friends, coworkers, therapists, or group therapy attendees. In this turning
point, sources of help were not only other people: they included God, the Bible,
spiritual literature, personal values, books and scientific literature about human
memory and forgiveness. Help from others included compassion, support, peer
support, validation for the pain and preventing total breakdown. For one participant,
whose transgressor was an alcoholic parent, a memoir written by a famous Finnish
singer’s child about their experiences with an alcoholic mother was important
turning point for the participant that helped them forgive eventually. It gave them a
cathartic feeling of purification and mirroring experience: I am not alone. This
turning point emphasized identity work with other people. Individuals do not create
their identity alone: it is a continual process with others (Bochner & Riggs, 2014).
In this turning point, other people and other sources of help enabled participants to
gather their identity back together with new resources. Moreover, this turning point
highlighted the relationship of the self to others and the importance of others in the
forgiveness process. P4 described the help of the Bible and their husband:

I thought about forgiveness in the light of the Bible. It says to
accept what has been done to you so that you can get out of the
trap. And then I asked my husband for the same confirmation:
“Please tell me how to accept.” My husband said there s nothing
you can do, you just have to accept. The question of whether
your relationship with your sister will go back to the way it was
doesn t really have anything to do with to it. If her mind is so
poisoned, what do you do with her company? After my husband s
words, the transgression began to unravel. If she has decided to
hate me, if she doesn t want to have contact with me, if she thinks
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I’'m a bad person, then I have to let her have that. I have to let
go [...] I deserve to be at peace with this. Then the bitterness
actually went away right away.

This participant described their turning point in terms of seeking
answers and validation. They felt that they could not resolve the transgression
alone, so they turned to the Bible and their husband. Earlier research has
demonstrated how the Bible and God may be very important for some people in
their forgiveness process (Haikola, 2023a). In this account, the dilemma of
acceptance was narrated in a complex way: the Bible says that the way out of pain
is through acceptance. This external advice was not enough and they asked from
their husband how to accept the transgression. The husband’s response of radical
acceptance and not getting caught up in concrete events enabled the participant to
surrender and let go. At the end of the narrative, there was a positional shift. They
took a defensive position: I have a right to live in peace. It may be interpreted that
the self wants to be right and leave this case behind.

In sum, this turning point was concentrated around help from other
people and sources. This help diminished participants’ pain and gave them the
security and support they needed to cope with the difficult emotions, thoughts, and
embodied states. Most of them highlighted the importance of help and how
forgiveness would not have been possible without this turning point. The self was
constructed in the need for help to forgive. Participants took different self-positions
to reflect on the transgression, their thoughts, and their attitudes toward it. Various
positions expressed flexibility in relation to the transgressions. This turning point
underscored the relationship between the self and others as helpful for their path to
forgiveness.

Battling With the Self

In most cases participants’ forgiveness process was stuck at some point
and for some time. Participants talked and talked about the transgression to other
people and were thinking about it continuously. They ruminated on the
transgression repeatedly until they were sick and tired of it. This caused them agony
and frustration: why can I not move on and leave this behind? Few participants (P4,
P5, P9) described a time when they thought they had forgiven, but had not. They
were stuck. What makes this phase a turning point is the participants’ realization
that they were stuck and needed to do something about it. The self was constructed
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in different positions where they experienced divided emotions, thoughts, and
motivations. These contradictory positions created a battle within themselves.

Eight participants mentioned needing to cope with shame and self-
blame in order to move on. Shame and self-blame seemed to bind them to the
transgression. One participant (P5) decided many times that they would forgive but
their anger returned every time they met the transgressor. Their feelings did not
change until they reached a turning point while praying: they confessed to God that
they cannot forgive. Receiving God’s compassion allowed them to face the pain,
let go of it, and forgive. In their forgiveness interview studies, Akhtar et al. (2017)
and Field et al. (2013) also noticed a stuck phase. Participants were unable to move
on from the transgression and described feeling frozen, similarly to those in the
current study.

Many participants never felt the moment when they understood that they
had forgiven. Only a few participants (PS5, P6, P10) described “eureka” moments.
Some participants narrated that they kind of expected such a turning point, but it
never occurred. In time they comprehended that they had finally forgiven, and this
comprehension even surprised some. This expectation may represent a cultural
narrative of forgiveness as an episodic, spectacular, and almost transcendent
moment (see Garcia-Romeu et al., 2015). P2 described the confusion surrounding
this expectation:

There were feelings of guilt during the process. I thought that
what if my hatred caused my dad’s stomach cancer? Part of me
was probably relieved when I heard that he was dead. That okay,
now I can process this to the end [...] At one point I ruminated
it a lot. Then I got tired of it and refused to ruminate on it. And I
read about alcoholism and something happened. 1 didn't
experience that particular moment of forgiveness. I was always
waiting for it to come. Some kind of big enlightenment, you
know. Everything would be there. But it didn t happen.

This participant described guilt intertwined with their forgiveness
process. Guilt was mingled with relief that their abusive father had died and they
could finally deal with their past. They ruminated on the transgression repeatedly
until they were full of it. They narrated the expectation of a particular type of
forgiveness, which never occurred. This could be interpreted as a counter-narrative
(Talbot et al., 1996), in which a person tries to make sense of their experience,
which is the opposite of the “grand narrative of forgiveness.” This kind of
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forgiveness was framed as spectacular, miraculous, and enlightening. But their
experience was secular and mundane. This narrative included an image of the future
self who will experience extraordinary forgiveness. The present self needed to deal
with their past modest experience and accept it. P4 described the fight within
themselves:

Iwas very stuck. I couldn t deal [with the transgression] because
it always came back to the fact that [ was wronged. I didn 't have
to do anything. And then there was another part of me that said,
come on, try to reconcile [with the sister], this can't go on like
this. It was like a cat and mouse game with me. Like fighting and
thinking. But it was going nowhere. It took my husband’s
question to make the situation concrete: “Why do you need this
person?” If my husband hadn t asked that question, would I still
be in the same situation, trying to solve it in some absurd way?

This participant narrated their stuck phase where they discussed with
themselves in different positions. They had difficulty dealing with the
transgression because they repeatedly faced the inner experience of being
wronged. Victims and transgressors see the transgression from different
perspectives and both have biases related to it (Baumeister et al., 1990). This
participant’s other position was more benevolent, solution-oriented, and
attempted to make reconciliation with the sister. The participant used the
metaphor of a cat and mouse game, meaning that they were the cat and the
mouse at the same time. The cat tried to catch the mouse in a never-ending
contest with no winner. This inner battle was only over when their husband
asked them an important question that allowed them to see the situation in a new
light. Finally, there was no longer any need to play the game, but to accept the
situation.

What helped participants to overcome the stuck phase was the moment
when they realized that they need to get rid of the overwhelming unforgiveness and
let go of their anger. The need to pursue forgiveness became evident and was
described as a state of necessity, because being angry, stressed, and a victim did not
help them. McAdams and Bowman (2001) have argued that the way people narrate
their turning points can reveal something about their quality of life. This seemed to
be the case with the participants: they did not feel good at this point. They
concluded that forgiveness could bring them more well-being, stable mental health,
peace of mind, and relief. These motivators led them to internalize new aspects of
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themselves and the transgression and helped them to move on. At this turning point,
the self had multiple, conflicting positions with complex wills, needs, and goals.
When they were able to finish their inner battle, the conflict was over.

The Enlightened Self

This turning point concentrated on self-reflection and creating new
meanings of the transgression. Participants reflected on their thoughts, emotions,
and values, and wanted to act according to those. They started to put their identities
back together and created new meanings of themselves and the transgression, like
P8 described: “I needed to think about who I am. Forgiveness is about building your
identity again after the transgression.” Temporal and or geographical distance from
the transgression or transgressor enabled different thoughts. Participants also tried
to understand the transgressor and why they acted like that. In this phase, their sense
of self and acceptance started to grow.

Some participants said that they had studied transgenerational trauma
and learned from their parents’ and relatives’ past, for example via drawing a family
tree and interviewing relatives. This knowledge deepened their understanding of
their background and themselves and added self-awareness. Some participants
narrated how their parents or grandparents were fighting or living during the
Second World War. These wars traumatized many families, caused problems with
alcohol and mental health and affected their (grand)parents’ ability to parent.
Participants reflected that their understanding of their parents’ choices and behavior
increased. Some framed these stories as very common Finnish stories, which are
taboo. They comprehended that their parents were victims too and did their best to
cope with the horror of war. Their narrative of themselves enlarged and they came
to see themselves as part of a longer family history. P19 expressed understanding
of their mother:

I understood my mom and felt compassion or pity for her. Like,
“Oh, you haven t had an easy life either.” Mom told me that she
went to a group for adult children of alcoholic parents. Maybe
that made it easier for me to forgive because I saw that mom
wanted to change and act differently. I thought there was no
reason to be angry anymore because I didn't see my mom as
being so responsible in the way she raised me and my siblings.
She was doing her best [...] Instead of hating, could I do
something better?
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This participant described how their understanding and compassion
changed the way they perceived their mother. Eventually the participant understood
that they do not hold mother accountable anymore and feelings of hate vanished.
This narrative highlighted the way how self was able to take the mother’s
perspective, not just their own. Seeing the transgressor as less responsible for their
act increases forgiveness (Lichtenfeld et al., 2019). The self was able to ask whether
it was worth it to hold onto hatred: Could I use this energy for more valuable
activities? P16 expressed the meaning of coping with feelings:

Processing the transgression came up during my crisis. There
were other things as well. The transgression was just one thing
I was going through. It took quite a long time to process the
emotions. It was a kind of rebuilding of my identity. I went to
meet a psychologist, but a few times wasnt enough for things
like this. I needed a lot of mental resources, understanding,
openness, and a willingness to go on with my life to get through
it. So forgiveness gave me peace and allowed me to move on. I
forgave the transgressor and myself. I closed the case and stated
that, okay, this is what happened, there’s nothing I can do about
it. I just have to learn from it.

This participant described how their life crisis was a catalyst for their
forgiveness. This narration reflects how forgiveness does not happen in a vacuum,
but in a particular context (Johnson et al., 2013), so forgiveness binds to other
aspects in the self, relationship, and life. Forgiveness was the change from which
they built their self and connected their past, present, and future. This excerpt
represents all participants’ forgiveness stories: forgiveness was not only about one
transgression but a much wider phenomenon that affected individuals, their life,
and relationships on many levels and caused them to reflect on the good life,
morality, values, evil, learning, mental health, well-being and spirituality. For some
participants, forgiveness was a turning point itself and it was integrated into their
holistic life story with many other episodes and aspects. This account positioned
the self as learning from adversities and is ready to move on.

This turning point was about creating new meanings of the transgression
and gaining a deeper understanding of oneself. Insights allowed participants to
expand their perspectives and begin to question the victim story. They felt that this
turning point was important in moving forward and having some distance from the
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transgression. The self was able to take the transgressor’s position and look at the
transgression also from their side.

The Self Initiates a Confrontation

This turning point included the idea of confrontation. Participants
confronted the transgressor and discussed the transgression. This discussion was
honest and emotional, and they talked about the transgression with a level of respect
and understanding for each other. Some participants received an apology from the
transgressor, others did not. Nevertheless, this discussion was a useful turning point
for them, with or without the apology, and it increased their sense of forgiveness.
Confrontation was also represented as a psychological confrontation with the
transgression and facing it without defenses. The self was positioned as brave,
sincere, open, and willing to share their emotions and thoughts that they had
previously kept mostly private from the transgressor or even from themselves.
Confrontation caused stress beforehand, but it was what participants needed to do.
P6 narrated their most significant turning point where they completely forgave their
abusive father:

A part of me fought when the time came to forgive. It was
unreasonable for something in me fought against it. My dad and
I went to an event organized by a Lutheran congregation. I read
my letter [about dad s wrongdoings and my forgiveness for him]
aloud and cried a lot. Then I noticed that dad had started to cry
too. And then I cried even more because I noticed that and
realized that dad has feelings that I haven't seen in over 20
vears. Dad was asking for forgiveness for what he did. Then I
was like, what, I didn't expect him to do that. I just wanted to
forgive only because of myself because [ was so angry and bitter.
1 thought that through forgiveness I would free myself. [ realized
that dad really needs forgiveness. He said that he thought about
these things every day and how he messed up with me. Then I
was like, what is going on in here? And then we just cried
together. I really felt like it was a breakthrough.

This participant described the situation when they confronted their
father, convinced him of the pain he had caused by reading the letter, and forgave
everything. Their image of their father changed and they realized that father was
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also in agony for his actions. This scene resembles a peak experience that occurs
out of joy or adversity (Mouton & Montijo, 2017), which had an ecstatic, intense,
and emotional atmosphere. When I asked this participant to describe where and
when their forgiveness happened, they pondered that some of the forgiveness had
happened before, but this turning point was like a final “breakthrough” as they
described in this excerpt. The self was constructed by the surprise at their father’s
apology. The apology allowed the self to expand their act of forgiveness and to gain
more from forgiveness than they expected. Without this turning point, this
participant might not have gotten closer to their father.

Overall, this turning point was about confronting the transgressor and
or transgression face to face, with honesty and emotions. These episodes made the
transgression feel real and created space for the needs of the participants. Some of
these meetings with the transgressors included an apology, some did not, but
regardless, it was an important and relieving turning point. These confrontations
were significant turning points for the self: they allowed the self to deal with the
transgression and no longer be alone with it. When the self initiated a confrontation,
they no longer needed to be entangled with the transgression. At this turning point,
the self was positioned both as a warrior and as vulnerable and uncertain of the
outcome. In any case, the confrontation resulted in victory for the self.

EPILOGUE: THE STRONGER FUTURE SELF

The final turning point of forgiveness was concentrated around the
stronger future self. These narratives were about building meanings related to an
emancipated self. Forgiveness was hard work, but the self had earned it. Narrating
a stronger future self was related to resilience and enabled participants to move on.
The stronger self seemed to serve the need to maintain a favorable identity,
integration, and protection from the harm caused by the transgression. Therefore, it
was framed as a positive coping mechanism to create a harmonious present and a
better future. Some participants expressed that forgiveness has made them stronger
or that their forgiveness process represented post-traumatic growth of their identity.
Previous studies have demonstrated the empowering effect of forgiveness (Akhtar
et al., 2017; Haikola, 2023b).

Eventually, participants reached a turning point where they no longer
blamed the transgressor or held less of a grudge, they could be honest about the
many perspectives on the transgression, and could embrace forgiveness. They
experienced themselves as a separate person from the transgressor. The participants
felt that the transgressors no longer had power over them, and they were mentally
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more distanced from the transgression than before. The centrality of the
transgression diminished; it did not define them. Many participants no longer felt
the need for an apology; they realized situational factors affected the transgressor
and that they themselves had some part in what happened. In this sense they were
able to take many self-positions, more than in the beginning. This seemed to lighten
their emotional load and acted as a turning point.

Participants were pleased that they would not live the victim or trauma
story anymore but instead, a story of growth. They would not die with the painful
transgression and could live in peace. In narrative identity work, individuals reflect
on how they have changed over time (Bochner & Riggs, 2014), and at this turning
point participants recognized changes within themselves. Some were positive, like
lessons learned, and some negative, like heightened tendency to stress and anxiety.

In this phase, narrations of forgiveness were hopeful and future-
oriented. Some participants (P2, P4, P15, P22) mentioned that they considered
participating in this study as part of their forgiveness story, to share it with someone
and possibly help others and add knowledge related to forgiveness. They expressed
that talking about forgiveness in the interview made it clearer to them, their process
continues after the interview and there may be new, hopefully wonderful, turning
points in the future waiting for them. This can be seen as a way to create coherence
and continuity in their life story (McAdams, 2023).

Many described that their forgiveness process continues and may take
new or different forms. Some expressed a wish that their forgiveness could grow in
the future. P2 described a vivid scene about an imaginary future:

And then there is this final scene about the future, the epilogue
[in my forgiveness process]. I have a wish about the epilogue.
After my forgiveness, I didn t visit my dad s grave. I have a visual
image that it would be a time without snow, because I don t want
to trudge in the snow in the cemetery. It doesn t fit. I don 't have
a clear image would I have a flower that I would like to bring.
Usually 1 feel like flowers are useless in cemeteries because,
well, who are they for [laughs]? Would I have a quiet moment
there. Of course the flower would emphasize the unique
situation. It would be a clear closure to this process that I would
visit my dad’s grave.

This participant described the last and meaningful turning point in their
forgiveness process. They envisioned the ritual-like action of going to the cemetery
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and maybe bringing a flower to their father’s grave. Rituals may help to cope with
the difficulties in life (Legare & Nielsen, 2020). This narration illustrated how the
participant used imaginary coping as part of their forgiveness process. This means
that some part of the story was not finished yet and it was waiting to be actualized
in real life. This scene would close the story and they could leave their father
behind. The self was positioned as an active agent who would take control of their
forgiveness process and bring it to an end. The final meeting with their father at the
cemetery was framed as harmonious and devout. The participant was hesitant about
the possibility of bringing a flower. In one position, it felt unnecessary for a dead
person. But in another position, it created a unique atmosphere for the scene. A
flower can be interpreted as a symbol of forgiveness that this participant wanted to
express, perhaps especially for themselves.

In sum, the participants experienced various turning points in their
forgiveness process, all of which had an important role. Turning points shaped their
forgiveness and eventually led them to a state where the transgression did not break
their identity. Then they could move toward a narrative identity that would have a
favorable future. Participants constructed learning and empowerment stories
through turning points of forgiveness. Some narrated that the forgiveness process
had led them to experience themselves as new persons. Dealing with the difficult
transgression and forgiving it created space for them to live in peace in the world
and to forgive themselves.

DISCUSSION

This study investigated how individuals construct their narrative
identity through self-positioning at turning points of forgiveness. Six narrative
turning points were identified: (1) prologue: reflecting on the self from a distance,
(2) the self gets help from others, (3) battling with the self, (4) the enlightened self,
(5) the self initiates confrontation and (6) epilogue: the stronger future self. These
turning points were dynamic, multidimensional, and complex. All the turning
points were meaningful parts of their forgiveness and served important functions
of the process for the self. At each turning point, narrative identity was constructed
differently and participants used different self-positions to make sense of
forgiveness. Participants’ narratives highlighted learning and empowerment stories
in which the protagonist faces difficulties, overcomes them, learns lessons, and
moves on to a better future. These narratives resemble a cultural survivor story
(compare McAdams, 2023).
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The process of forgiveness is not straightforward (Abrahamson et al.,
2012), as is represented in the participants’ narratives. It can be problematic to think
of forgiveness as continually progressing to a point where it is “over.” It may be a
misconception to understand that (1) forgiveness is the journey from total
unforgiveness to a total forgiveness, and (2) unforgiveness and forgiveness are
distinct (Haikola, 2023b). For the participants, the process was much more
complex, nuanced, and multilayered with many shades and phases. Some
participants narrated that the process would continue and that there may be new,
hopefully favorable, turning points in the future.

Participants described how they thought they had forgiven, but
eventually realized that it was not “full” forgiveness. At times, individuals were
“stuck” an unable to move anywhere mentally. In the participants’ narratives, it was
very difficult to make strict distinctions between the periods of transgression,
unforgiveness, dealing with the transgression, and forgiveness, because they
overlapped constantly and were influenced by environmental factors. This finding
is in line with the notion that psychological processes, such as grief, do not fit into
a simple “five stages model” (Stroebe et al., 2017). It is probably the same with
forgiveness. Forgiveness was rooted in manifold and messy human life. Participants
narrated that some aspects of one turning point recurred at other turning points. In
other words, the process was many-layered, and in each layer they faced many of
the same things, but differently and more deeply.

The current results highlight the importance of cultural resources
(Hénninen, 1999) and the meaning of others in the turning points of forgiveness.
The self was able to take various positions according to these cultural and social
resources, which helped on the path to forgiveness. Narrative identity is not an
individual project: it emerges in collaboration with other people and cultural
narratives (McAdams, 2023). The dialogical self can take various positions in the
forgiveness process (Hermans et al., 1992). In this study, the self took different
positions toward themselves, the transgressor, others and forgiveness. All the
positions enabled participants to process the transgression from different angles and
eventually forgive.

The findings enable forgiveness researchers, health-care professionals,
and laypeople to identify turning points in the forgiveness process. The turning
points were plentiful and not progressive. By understanding this, we may move to
a more realistic and humane comprehension of the turning points in forgiveness. It
was relevant to study big and small stories at the same time (cf. Saarelainen, 2015).
The turning points in the current study were not only dramatic and big, but also
small and mundane. Big turning points included receiving an unexpected apology
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from the transgressor or the death of the transgressor. Mundane turning points
included self-reflection processes and supportive conversations with close people
or therapists.

I recognize that I was raised in a culture with grand narratives and a
preference for the Aristotelian narrative form of beginning-middle-end (Aristotle,
1961). It is worth reflecting on how these grand narratives have affected my
understanding and interpretation of the material. At the beginning of the analysis I
noticed that I felt the need to draw on this Aristotelian form in making sense of their
narrative processes. This is evidence of how grand narratives guide our thinking
and how easily accessible they are. I had to be consciously aware of this bias and
respect the material. Narrative researchers could ask themselves: am I being honest
with my material, do I think that the Aristotelian form is the only or “best” form of
the narrative, and could there be other forms? We need to continue to discuss the
concept of narrative.

It is worth emphasizing that some participants may have known that I
would ask them about turning points in the forgiveness process, as I sent them my
questions prior to the interviews. Some seemed to have looked at the questions and
prepared for the interview, others perhaps not because they gave the less prepared
responses. If participants felt prepared to speak about the turning points of
forgiveness, could this have resulted in more Aristotelian-like narratives? If not,
would the forgiveness narratives have been less coherent? Future studies could
explore both study designs.

The narratives discussed here were only from the perspective of the
victims. This is just one part of the story, and an experience and a story are not the
same (Frank, 2023). It would be interesting to study victims’ and transgressors’
stories at the same time, to gain a wider perspective on transgression and
forgiveness. Future studies could also investigate the experience of justice and
morality in forgiveness processes, to see how victims construct meanings and
possibilities of justice and morality in forgiveness.
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