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Abstract

Do justice values promote or obstruct forgiveness? This question has received virtually no empirical attention, even though past
theorizing suggest two different answers. The literature on forgiveness suggests that justice constitutes a barrier to forgiveness, sug-
gesting that the activation of justice values should decrease the probability of forgiveness. Conversely, the literature on justice and
human values indicates that justice and forgiveness are positively associated, suggesting that the activation of justice should enhance
the probability of forgiveness. Consistent with the latter line of reasoning, three studies, using complementary priming methods,
provide converging evidence for the prediction that the activation of justice promotes (rather than obstructs) forgiveness. Implica-
tions for extant theory regarding forgiveness and justice are discussed.

© 2004 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Introduction

Only until recently, social scientists have started to
acknowledge the important role of forgiveness for un-
derstanding important life outcomes, such as relation-
ship well-being, as well as psychological and physical
well-being (e.g., Fincham, 2000; Karremans & Van
Lange, 2004; Karremans, Van Lange, Ouwerkerk, &
Kluwer, 2003; Witvliet, Ludwig, & Vander Laan,
2001). Social psychologists have devoted extensive em-
pirical attention to the precursors of forgiveness, thereby
focusing on personality factors, relationship factors, and
offence-specific factors that determine level of forgive-
ness (for an overview, see McCullough, Pargament, &
Thoresen, 2000). However, an important issue that has
received considerable theoretical attention in the for-

* We thank Susanne Peters for her help with coding participant’s
justice description in Study 1.
* Corresponding author. Fax: +31-30-2534808.
E-mail address: J.C.T.M karremans@fss.uu.nl (J.C. Karremans).
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giveness literature, but has received only little empirical
attention, is the relationship between people’s justice
values and forgiveness (e.g., Exline, Worthington, Hill,
& McCullough, 2003). Are people’s justice values related
to forgiveness? And if so, do people’s justice values in-
crease, or decrease level of forgiveness towards others?

It is surprising that these questions have not been ad-
dressed empirically, since several authors have argued
that the relationship between justice and forgiveness
seems pertinent to our understanding of when and
why people forgive their offenders (e.g., Enright, Gassin,
& Wu, 1992; Exline & Baumeister, 2000; Exline et al.,
2003). Moreover, empirical research on the relationship
between justice and forgiveness is especially important,
since previous theory and research can support two op-
posing hypotheses, as we argue in this article. The cen-
tral purpose of the present research is to examine
whether the activation of justice exerts enhancing or det-
rimental effects on forgiveness. We now turn to discuss-
ing why activating justice may exert detrimental or
enhancing effects on forgiveness.
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Detrimental effects of justice

Why are people sometimes not able to forgive the of-
fender, even in the face of offered apologies, strong com-
mitment, and a generally forgiving personality? An
important barrier to forgive others that has been prof-
fered in the literature on forgiveness includes a person’s
justice values (e.g., Enright et al., 1992; Exline & Bau-
meister, 2000; McCullough, Sandage, & Worthington,
1997). That is, a person who forgives his or her offender
may violate his or her own values of justice. The reason-
ing is that justice conceptions entail an eye-for-an-eye
approach to the offender (“I will pay him back!”),
whereas forgiveness involves the cancellation of a debt
created by the offender’s action (“Despite what he did,
I forgive him.” Hebl & Enright, 1993). According to this
reasoning, forgiveness requires ‘““the loosening of justice
standards in order to permit mercy” (Exline & Baumei-
ster, 2000, p. 147). It is, at least from this perspective,
conceivable that people perceive, and hold, negative as-
sociations between justice and forgiveness. Hence, acti-
vating the concept of justice would plausibly lead to
decreased levels of forgiveness. Indeed, the seemingly in-
compatibility of justice and forgiveness led Exline and
Baumeister (2000) to propose that if justice concerns
are very salient, a person would be less likely to forgive.

Hitherto, however, the forgiveness literature has im-
plicitly focused on only one justice motive, namely re-
tributive justice. Feelings of retributive justice entail
the motivation to take actions in response to wrongdo-
ing, and to sanction the offender for his or her actions
(e.g., Tyler, Boeckmann, Smith, & Huo, 1997). Indeed,
if retribution would be the only conception of justice
people have, justice salience would conceivably lead to
decreased levels of forgiveness. However, forgiveness re-
searchers have typically focused on retributive justice
alone, thereby largely neglecting other important justice
motives. Indeed, forgiveness researchers using the gener-
al term justice typically mean retributive justice (e.g.,
Exline et al., 2003).

Enhancing effects of justice

A completely different picture emerges if one consid-
ers the more general literature on social justice, and the
literature on human values. Surprisingly, these two liter-
atures have received only modest attention in the litera-
ture on forgiveness, despite the fact that, as noted,
forgiveness researchers have often stressed the impor-
tance of studying justice values in order to broaden
our understanding of when and why people forgive.

There is strong evidence from the general literature
on justice that people’s subjective conceptions of justice
are much broader than retribution alone. First, research
on procedural justice indicates that justice values not
only involve punishment of the offender for his or her

actions (i.e., retribution), but according to a person’s
justice beliefs, the conflict should also be solved in a fair
manner (e.g., Thibaut & Walker, 1975; Tyler, 1987).
More generally, it has been widely shown that the fair-
ness of procedures appears to be an important justice
concern to people. In fact, this research shows that peo-
ple are concerned not only with how fairly they are
treated themselves, but people are also very much con-
cerned with how others are being treated (LaTour,
1978; Van den Bos & Lind, 2001).

Second, research on distributive justice has demon-
strated that people’s conceptions of justice also entail a
fair distribution of resources. For example, a person typ-
ically is more satisfied with equal rewards if he or she
and another person have contributed equally to a task,
than when he or she receives more rewards than the
other (i.e., overpayment; Adams, 1965). Also, people
seem to have a strong tendency to distribute resources
equally among themselves and others (e.g., Deutsch,
1975; Van Lange, 1999). Thus, importantly, both lines
of research on procedural and distributive justice suggest
that justice conceptions for an important part include
concern for the welfare of others (Tyler et al., 1997).

The idea that justice can be considered a prosocial be-
lief (i.e., concern for the welfare of others) is further em-
pirically supported by findings from the literature on
human values. In their extensive work on the content
and structure of human values, Schwartz and his col-
leagues (Schwartz, 1992; Schwartz & Bilsky, 1987,
1990) showed that human values can be categorized in
different motivational types (for an overview see Sch-
wartz, 1992). Importantly, in their research it is consis-
tently found that justice and forgiveness are two values
that are strongly correlated in terms of how much people
endorse these two values. Their research demonstrates
that justice and forgiveness are two values that can be ar-
ranged into the same domain of values serving the same
motivational goal, namely promoting the welfare of oth-
ers. Other values that can be categorized in this prosocial
domain of values are for example helpfulness, loyalty,
and honesty (Schwartz & Huismans, 1995). Thus, in line
with the general literature on justice, the value literature
empirically supports that justice is indeed strongly relat-
ed to other values that pursue the welfare of others.

The present research

The preceding discussion suggests that justice is a
much more social construct than forgiveness researchers
often seem to assume. Based on findings from both the
general justice literature and the literature on human
values, it can be predicted that justice salience leads to
increased levels of forgiveness (Hypothesis 1). However,
we began this introduction with a brief overview of the
relationship between justice and forgiveness as proposed
in the literature on forgiveness. In this literature, it is of-
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ten implied that justice salience may increase concerns
for retribution. Hence, based on this reasoning, justice
salience would lead to decreased levels of forgiveness
(Hypothesis 1,).

We present three studies in which we explored the ef-
fect of justice salience on people’s propensity to forgive
others, using different priming methods to increase jus-
tice salience. After participants were primed with justice,
in all three studies they completed a questionnaire that
assessed a person’s propensity to forgive others, that
was recently developed and validated by Berry, Wor-
thington, Parrot III, O’Connor, and Wade (2001). We
examined whether participants who were primed with
justice (compared to various control conditions) became
more, or less, forgiving.

Study 1

To examine the effect of justice salience on the pro-
pensity to forgive, in Study 1 participants were simply
asked to think of the concept of justice and write down
the thoughts that came to mind when thinking about the
concept of justice. After justice was made salient in this
way, the propensity to forgive others was measured.

In addition, provided that justice and forgiveness can
both be regarded as values that are located in the proso-
cial domain of human values, we predicted that the sa-
lience of any other prosocial value (i.e., other than
justice) would yield similar effects on forgiveness (i.e., in-
creased level of forgiveness). As briefly mentioned in the
introduction, besides justice and forgiveness, another
value that is located within the same motivational do-
main of prosocial values is helpfulness (Schwartz,
1992). Therefore, similar to the effect of justice salience,
we predict that the propensity to forgive others increases
if helpfulness is made salient. We compared the effects of
justice and helpfulness with two control conditions, in
which participants either received no prime, or in which
participants were asked to think about the concepts of
ambition, a value not located in the prosocial domain
of human values (see Schwartz, 1992).

Method

Participants

Seventy-three participants (20 men, 52 women, 1 gen-
der unknown, 20.4 years on average) participated in this
experiment, and received 1 Euro for their participation.
Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four
conditions (justice prime, helpfulness prime, ambition
prime, and no prime).

Procedure
Participants were told that they were going to partici-
pate in two unrelated studies, which they completed in in-

dividual cubicles. In the first part of the study,
participants were either primed with justice, helpfulness,
ambition, or received no prime. In the justice-prime con-
dition, it was stated that the researchers were interested in
people’s thoughts of the concept of justice. Participants
were asked to think about this concept, and then to write
down what had come to mind while thinking about ‘jus-
tice.” Below these instructions, there were seven lines
where participants could write down their thoughts. In
the helpfulness and ambition-prime conditions, the same
instructions were given for the concepts of, respectively,
helpfulness and ambition. In the no-prime condition, par-
ticipant did not receive any of these instructions.

To control for possible mood effects of the primes,
participants then responded how they felt at this mo-
ment with regard to 4 positive feelings (happy, cheerful,
excited, and content), « = .90, and 4 negative feelings
(angry, sad, distressed, and upset), « = .83 (on 7-point
scales). In the no-prime condition, participants begun
the questionnaire with these items.

Finally, participants completed the Transgression
Narrative Test of Forgiveness (TNTF; Berry et al,
2001). This scale originally consists of five brief scenar-
i0s, in which a person is hurt by someone. For the pres-
ent research, we translated four of the five original
scenario’s into Dutch language.! Participants were asked
to read the described situation and to imagine that this
happened to themselves. After each of the four scenari-
os, participants indicated on a 7-point scale to which ex-
tent they would forgive the transgressor in the scenario
(1 = definitely not forgive, 7 = definitely forgive). We av-
eraged the scores of the four scenarios to obtain a mea-
sure of participants’ propensity to forgive (« =.73).

Results

Affect

We tested whether the different priming conditions
caused an effect on participants’ positive or negative af-
fect. An analysis of variance revealed that the different
primes did not significantly influence positive affect,
F(3,52) = 0.57, ns, or negative affect, F(3,52) = 0.12, ns.

Propensity to forgive

An analysis of variance revealed that there was an ef-
fect of priming condition on the propensity to forgive,
F(3,72) =5.73, p<.001. Tukey post-hoc tests (for
means, see Table 1) revealed that participants who were
primed with justice, were not significantly more
forgiving than participants who were primed with help-

! Only four of the five scenarios were used because of time
constraints. Also, from previous studies, we learnt that the fifth
scenario of the original scale (see Berry et al., 2001) decreased the
reliability of the translated scale. For consistency, the same four
scenarios were used in Studies 2 and 3.
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Table 1

The effects of the different primes on the propensity to forgive
Prime Mean SD N
Justice 3.83, 1.19 19
Helpfulness 3.67, 1.19 18
Ambition 2.75, 0.72 18
No prime 278" 1.12 18

Note. Means with no subscript in common differ significantly
according to Tukey post hoc test.

* For the comparison between the helpfulness prime and the no
prime conditions, p = .054.

fulness. Moreover, consistent with Hypothesis 1, partic-
ipants in the justice-prime and helpfulness-prime condi-
tions exhibited significantly higher levels of forgiveness
than participants in both the ambition-prime and no-
prime conditions (albeit marginal for the comparison
between the helpfulness and no-prime condition,
p =.054.). Level of forgiveness in the ambition-prime
condition did not significantly differ from the no-prime
condition.?

Complementary analysis

We explored what thoughts participants brought to
mind when thinking of the concept of justice. The
thoughts that participants had written down were catego-
rized into retributive or prosocial notions of justice by two
independent judges (there were no disagreements; interr-
ater reliability » = 1). Consistent with our reasoning, in
that people’s notions of justice are more prosocial than
is implied in the forgiveness literature, it appeared that
most participants (i.e., 18 out of 19) wrote down prosocial
notions of justice (examples are “‘equal division,” “every-
one should be treated equally”). In contrast, only 4 out of
19 participants wrote down thoughts related to retribu-
tion (for example, “he that mischief hatches, mischief
catches”), and of these 4 participants only one participant
exclusively wrote down retributive justice thoughts.?

The results of Study 1 provide initial support for Hy-
pothesis 1, in that justice salience leads to an increased,
rather than a decreased, propensity to forgive others.
Additionally, coding participant’s self-conceived justice
notions revealed that, indeed, people predominantly
seem to have prosocial rather than retributive notions
of justice. The idea that justice is a much more prosocial
value than forgiveness researchers often assume, is fur-

2 When controlling for positive and negative affect, the effect of
condition on forgiveness yielded almost identical results.

3 Although there was thus little variance in the content of the justice
thoughts, we examined whether the propensity to forgive was related
to whether or not participants had brought to mind retributive justice
thoughts. Participants who had brought to mind retributive justice
thoughts (N =4: M = 3.19, SD = 1.07) tended to exhibit lower levels of
forgiveness than participants who had not brought to mind retributive
justice thoughts (N = 15: M = 3.98, SD = 1.20), although this effect did
not reach level of significance, F(1,18) = 1.43.

ther supported by the finding that justice salience exerts
an effect on forgiveness similar to the effect of helpful-
ness salience.

Study 2

In Study 2, we wanted to replicate the finding that
justice salience increases the propensity to forgive, using
a more subtle manipulation of justice salience. By using
the explicit manipulation of justice in Study 1, one may
argue that the results of Study 1 may have been vulner-
able to demand characteristics.

Method

Participants

Thirty-nine undergraduates (10 men, 29 women, 20.2
years on average) participated in this research, in ex-
change for 1 Euro. Participants were randomly assigned
to one of the two conditions (justice prime, neutral prime).

Procedure

Participants completed the research materials in indi-
vidual cubicles. It was told that the questionnaire consist-
ed of several unrelated brief studies. The first part of the
questionnaire served to prime participants with justice.
It was stated that we were looking for a picture for a cover
of a book that we were going to publish. Participants in
the justice salience condition were shown the famous im-
age of Justitia, the Roman goddess of justice (the lady
with the blindfold and the scales in one hand). Partici-
pants were instructed to answer three questions with re-
gard to this image. They indicated on 7-point scales
whether they thought this image was beautiful, nice, and
recognizable (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). We assumed
that the image of Justitia is widely known as a symbol
for justice, and that almost anyone would recognize the
famous image of Justitia (indeed, 89.5% of the partici-
pants in the justice salient condition responded with a 6
or a 7 to the question how recognizable they thought the
image of Justitia was). Thus, we reasoned that exposure
to this picture would increase accessibility of the concept
of justice. In the control condition, participants were
shown an image of a trumpet, and answered to the same
questions with regard to this image.

In the second part of the questionnaire, participants
completed a word-completion task. This task served to
check whether the image of Justitia indeed caused in-
creased accessibility of the concept of justice, compared
to the control condition. Participants were asked to
complete 20 unfinished words. Of these 20 words, six
words could be completed as a justice-related word
(e.g., fair, unjust, equal [translated from Dutch], or as
words that were not related to justice), the other 14 were
filler words (see Van Prooijen, Van den Bos, & Wilke,
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2002). Such word-completion tasks are commonly used
to measure construct accessibility unobtrusively (e.g.,
Chen, Lee Chai, & Bargh, 2001). It was therefore expect-
ed that participants who first were asked to evaluate the
image of Justitia would come up with more justice-relat-
ed words than participants in the control condition, who
had been asked to evaluate the image of a trumpet.
Finally, as in Study 1, participants completed the
TNTF as an indicator of the propensity to forgive
(= .65; although the o was lower than ideal, we judged
it to be adequate). Given that the manipulation of jus-
tice salience caused no effects on mood in Study 1, in
Studies 2 and 3 we did not include a mood measure.

Results

Manipulation check

First, we counted the number of justice-related words
participants generated in the word completion task. To
test whether the priming of Justitia indeed caused in-
creased justice accessibility, we performed an analysis
of variance with the number of justice-related words as
dependent variable and condition (justice salient vs. con-
trol) as independent variable. As anticipated, partici-
pants in the justice salience condition completed more
words as being justice related (M = 1.32, SD = .94) than
did participants in the control condition (M = 0.65,
SD =.75), F(1,38) = 5.99, p < .05.

Propensity to forgive

We performed an analysis of variance to examine the
effect of justice salience on the propensity to forgive,
which revealed that participants in the justice salient con-
dition exhibited a greater propensity to forgive (M = 3.55,
SD =1.42) than participants in the control condition
(M =273, SD =0.95), F(1,38) =4.63, p < .05. Thus, in
line with the results of Study 1, these results provide fur-
ther support for the prediction that if justice salience in-
creases, participants’ propensity to forgive others
increases.*>

4 Participants evaluated the image of Justitia as significantly more
beautiful than the image of the trumpet, M =547 vs. M =4.05,
F(1,39) = 7.33. Participants’ evaluations of niceness and recognizabil-
ity did not significantly differ. Including these evaluations as covari-
ates, with propensity to forgive as dependent variable and condition as
independent variable, revealed that the effect of condition remained
significant, F(1,34) =4.32, p <.05.

> We also examined whether the number of justice related words in
the word-fragment completion task mediated the effect of condition on
level of forgiveness. Although there was a small but nonsignificant
correlation between number of justice words and forgiveness,
r(37) = .10, ns, the effect of condition on forgiveness remained
significant when the number of justice words was included as a
covariate in the analysis of variance. Thus, we found no evidence for
mediation. We suggest that the possibility of mediation may still be
explored in future research using a larger sample size.

Study 3

Studies 1 and 2 provided good support for Hy-
pothesis 1: Participants who were primed with jus-
tice, exhibited higher levels of the propensity to
forgive others. From the results of Study 2, although
not very likely, we cannot be sure whether the jus-
tice prime (i.e., image of Justitia) caused an increased
effect of the propensity to forgive, or whether the
control prime caused a decrease in the propensity
to forgive. To address this issue, besides a condition
in which justice was again made salient by means of
the image of Justitia, in Study 3 we included a con-
dition in which participants received no prime. Addi-
tionally, in Study 3 we manipulated justice salience
in an even more subtle manner than in Study 2,
namely by means of a watermark that was printed
on the page on which participants completed the
TNTF.

Method

Participants

Thirty-seven students (18 women, 19 men, 19.6 years
on average) of the Free University in Amsterdam partic-
ipated and received 1 Euro in exchange for their partic-
ipation. They were randomly assigned to one of three
conditions (i.e., justice prime, neutral prime, and no
prime).

Procedure

All participants received a questionnaire that con-
sisted of three pages, and completed this question-
naire in individual cubicles. The first page was only
a cover page. On the second page was the TNTEF.
As in Studies 1 and 2, after each of the four scenar-
ios, participants indicated on a 7-point scale to the
degree to which they would forgive the transgressor
in the scenario (o =.65). On the third page, partici-
pants indicated their gender and age, and were asked
to indicate what they thought was the goal of the
study.

Manipulation of justice salience

In Study 3, justice salience was manipulated by
means of the background of the sheet of paper on
which the forgiveness scale (i.e., the TNTF) was
printed. That is, in the justice condition the text of
the TNTF was printed on a page that already had
a light gray image of Justitia on it (i.e., a so-called
watermark). The image had the size of the complete
length of the page, and was the same image as used
in Study 2. Thus, while reading and completing the
TNTF, participants continuously had the image of
Justitia in view, although they were presumably not
continuously aware of the watermark. We reasoned
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that in this condition justice is salient while complet-
ing the TNFT.®

We used two control conditions in which justice was
not made salient. In the neutral prime-condition, the
text of the TNTF was printed against a background of
the logo of the university.” In the no prime-condition,
the TNTF was printed on a blank page. After partici-
pants had completed the TNTF, they filled in their gen-
der and age, and responded to an open question that
asked whether the participant had any idea of the pur-
pose of the study, and if so, what the purpose was. Im-
portantly, in response to this question, none of the
participants mentioned the relationship between justice
and forgiveness. In fact, none of the participants men-
tioned the watermark, and a common answer was that
the purpose of the study was “to examine the extent to
which people forgive various offenses.”

Results

An analysis of variance with level of forgiveness as
dependent variable and condition (justice prime, neutral
prime, and no prime) as independent variable revealed
an effect of condition, F(2,34) =5.57, p <.01. Planned
comparisons revealed that there was a significant con-
trast between the justice prime condition (M = 3.77,
SD = 0.99) versus the neutral prime and no prime condi-
tions (M =2.61, SD=0.67 and M =298, SD =0.87),
F(1,34) = 10.01, p < .01. Level of forgiveness did not dif-
fer between the neutral prime and the no prime-condi-
tion, F(1,34)=1.14, ns. Thus, consistent with the
results of Studies 1 and 2, justice salience appears to in-
crease, rather than decrease, participants’ propensity to
forgive others.

General discussion

At least implicitly, theorizing on forgiveness assumes
that justice is in a competitive relation with forgiveness,
arguing that feelings of justice tend to undermine the
propensity to forgive. The present research challenged
this belief, providing support for the argument that, of-
ten, feelings of justice may also be positively associated
with forgiveness. Rather than acting as a barrier to for-
giveness, findings of three studies, in which various

¢ Stimulus materials are available on request with the first author.

7 We wanted to ensure that it was not just the fact that the
questionnaire contained a watermark that caused the effects. Although
we are quite aware of possible priming effects of the logo of the
university (e.g., ingroup salience), we reasoned that in this case the
university-logo as a watermark would be a neutral prime. That is, it
will make sense for participants if a questionnaire that is filled out at
the university, also contains the watermark of the university. Any
other watermark (e.g., a trumpet), would probably not make any
sense, and might therefore be very distracting.

primes of justice as well as other prosocial values were
employed, enhanced the propensity to forgive.

The proposition, often made in the literature on for-
giveness, that justice salience decreases level of forgive-
ness (e.g., Exline & Baumeister, 2000; McCullough
et al., 1997) may be rooted in the implicit assumption
that justice concerns primarily involve needs for retribu-
tion. Indeed, if justice concerns would only involve such
needs for retribution, justice salience would presumably
not lead to increased levels of forgiveness. However, the
present findings suggest that a ‘neutral’ justice prime
seems to activate more general prosocial conceptions
of justice, as evidenced by the finding that participants
became more forgiving (i.e., prosocial) after a justice
prime. Interestingly, in Study 1, content analyses dem-
onstrated that the vast majority of participants indeed
brought to mind prosocial rather than retributive no-
tions of justice, suggesting that self-conceived notions
of justice are much more prosocial than is often assumed
in the forgiveness literature.

The present findings also contribute to the more gen-
eral issue of what determines level of forgiveness. In
three studies it is demonstrated that the activation of
justice increases level of forgiveness, and in Study 1 it
was demonstrated that also the activation of helpfulness
increases level of forgiveness. More generally speaking,
these findings indicate that the activation of the proso-
cial domain of human values increases level of forgive-
ness. The subtle manipulations of justice salience and
its effects on forgiveness suggest that level of forgiveness
may sometimes be determined by implicit cues from the
environment that trigger a prosocial state of mind. In-
deed, level of forgiveness, even regarding a specific of-
fense, may fluctuate over a period of time (cf.
temporary forgiveness; McCullough, Fincham, &
Tsang, 2003). However, the reasons for such fluctua-
tions in level of forgiveness are not yet clear. The present
findings suggest that such fluctuations may—at least in
part—reflect changes in a person’s prosocial state of
mind (i.e., fluctuations in activation of the prosocial val-
ue domain). In future research, it is important to further
examine the variables that cause temporary fluctuations
in level of forgiveness, an issue that has received very lit-
tle theoretical and empirical attention.

Moreover, the present research has important impli-
cations for the literature on human values. Our findings
demonstrated that activating a specific value (i.e., help-
fulness, justice) can exert an effect on value-congruent
motivation and behavior of a related, but different value
(i.e., forgiveness). These findings are congruent with re-
cent findings by Bernard, Maio, and Olson (2003), who
demonstrated that providing cognitive support for a
specific value not only made this specific value more re-
sistant to persuasion, but made also related values of
the same motivational domain more resistant to persua-
sion. Along with these findings, the present work
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suggests that values that are categorized within a specif-
ic motivational domain are not only related with regard
to how strongly people endorse these values (Schwartz,
1992), but the salience of one value can actually
influence other values within the same motivational
domain.

Strengths, limitations, and future research

To our knowledge, the present research is one of the
first studies that explicitly examines the association be-
tween justice and forgiveness. The findings demonstrate
that justice salience can positively influence level of for-
giveness in very subtle ways. Given the subtle, covert ap-
proach for manipulating justice salience, it is remarkable
that across three studies we found consistent evidence in
support of Hypothesis 1. However, before closing, we
should acknowledge some limitations of the present re-
search.

A first limitation stems from sample and method that
were used for the present research. The research is con-
ducted in the Netherlands, and it may well be the case
that justice conceptions may differ between societies, in
that culture may influence the core meaning of the jus-
tice value (Lind & Earley, 1992). Also, there may be per-
sonality differences that influence conceptions of justice
(e.g., authoritarianism; Feather, 1998). Hence, cultural
and personality differences may moderate the effect of
justice salience on the propensity to forgive. Also, it is
important to consider which specific circumstances are
more likely to invoke especially retributive justice no-
tions, and which circumstances are more likely to invoke
prosocial notions of justice. For instance, our forgive-
ness measure included situations in which participants
were asked whether they would forgive an offender with
whom they had a (more or less) close relationship (e.g., a
friend, a family member). Other social contexts (e.g.,
personal or property damage by a careless driver), how-
ever, may actually invoke retributive justice concerns,
possibly causing decreased levels of forgiveness.

Moreover, we reasoned that temporal fluctuations in
the motivation to forgive, depending on our experimen-
tal manipulations, should be reflected in the TNTF,
which is a measure of a person’s propensity to forgive
others. Based on the present findings, we cannot be sure
whether the effects of justice salience on the propensity
to forgive can for instance be generalized to forgiveness
regarding specific offenses.

Finally, we examined the influence of very general
primes of justice on forgiveness. Theoretically, as argued
in the introduction, retributive justice primes may ob-
struct forgiveness, while prosocial justice primes (e.g.,
fairness, equality) may enhance forgiveness. Thus, to
further understand the relationship between justice and
forgiveness, in future research, it is important to exam-
ine the possible differential effects of explicit retributive

justice versus prosocial types of justice on forgiveness,
rather than the effect of very general justice primes.
However, since the relationship between justice and for-
giveness has not been examined empirically before, the
important finding of the present research is that, at least
at the more general level, justice and forgiveness tend to
go together in our minds: people primed with the general
concept of justice tend to become more forgiving.
Hence, for the time being, it is most parsimonious and
accurate to follow a model that suggests that justice
and forgiveness tend to be positively (rather than nega-
tively) associated—they may be more often friends than
enemies.
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