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SATISFACTION WITHIN COUPLES
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Abstract
Very often between couples, forgiveness is identifi ed as a strong predictor of 

relationship satisfaction. In the present study, we include preliminary data from 
31 independent fi eld studies that focus on forgiveness and its infl uence on the 
marital satisfaction. The aim of this paper is to analyse the role of forgiveness 
and its relationship with marital satisfaction. As the link between forgiveness and 
marital satisfaction has been assessed before, this study proposes to extend the 
existing examinations, expand the period of studies included, and also to increase 
the number of population considered. Data from 31 independent studies were 
collected and the results show a positive and signifi cant correlation and between 
this factor and marital satisfaction.

Keywords: forgiveness, marital satisfaction, relationship, forgiveness in cou-
ples.

Introduction
Marital relationships are defi ned as the relationships between two people who 

have an emotional or romantic relationship, a sexual relationship, live together, 
are identifi ed publicly, and identify themselves as a couple (Constantin, 2004). 
These relationships can simultaneously be perceived as two competitive marriage 
prospects, namely a source of happiness, satisfaction, gratifi cation, and a source 
of frustration, restrictions, basically an obstacle in personal development and 
progress (Waite & Gallagher, 2000). Each of the outlooks is relevant in its own 
way and refl ects certain aspects of personal truth that has been attained in their 
own personal experience.

When people ask themselves about the establishment of a marriage or reside 
in this form of cohabitation, they often wonder whether marriage or divorce will 
make them happier. Surprisingly, evidence from social science studies generally 
tends to strengthen the idea that marriage seems to be an important path towards 
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more intense mental and emotional health, towards psychological well-being. 
Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher (2000) came to the same conclusion, their 
explanation emphasizing the intentional nature of marriage and the social support 
enjoyed by married couples from others (Waite and Gallagher, 2000).

In real life, we meet both married couples with a rewarding life as well as 
unhappy couples. Knox and Schacht (2010) started analysing this topic of great 
interest to a wide audience, by clarifying how marital success can be measured 
through constructs called stability and marital happiness. In the authors’ view, 
stability refers to the duration of the marital relationship as well as the partners’ 
perception of the continuity of the relationship, while marital happiness involves 
more subjective aspects. Marital success is often measured by asking spouses 
how happy they are, how often they spend their free time together, how much the 
partner enjoys each others’ company, how often they agree on various discussion 
topics, how much they are willing to solve their confl icting situations, how sat-
isfi ed they are with their sexual life, how often they have taken into account the 
idea of   separation or divorce (Gotea, 2014). Marital satisfaction was defi ned by 
Lewis and Spanier (1979) as the congruence between the expectations of one of 
the partners and the behaviour of the other, underlining its interpersonal dimension.

Regarding the term marital satisfaction, or even used as a synonym, other 
notions can be mentioned such as: marital adjustment, marital quality, marital 
stability. But a deeper analysis of these concepts reveals the diff erences between 
them. Satisfaction and marital happiness are purely subjective realities, lived and 
felt by each individual diff erently (Iluţ, 2005). The study of this aspect of the cou-
ple’s life has serious limitations because, on the one hand, we have access to these 
self-assessments of the quality of the relationship through individual statements 
subjected to the emotional state of the moment, and on the other hand, the eff ect 
of social desirability in the answers to such questions.

Social scientists have extensively investigated aspects of couple life, trying 
to identify the factors that infl uence marital satisfaction. Diff erent authors have 
encountered longer or shorter, more detailed or concise lists, some incomplete, 
open and sometimes unstructured by such factors. Such an example is a synthe-
sis of the characteristics of specifi c stable couples that have a happy relationship 
belonging to Konx and Schacht (2010), which contains twelve elements. In the 
present study we will not approach every element, but we will confi ne ourselves 
to analysing forgiveness in relation to marital satisfaction.

Preliminary considerations in the relationship be-
tween forgiveness and marital satisfaction

In European culture, as a rule, people remember that forgiving means the desire 
to reconcile with the one who caused the off ense, empathize with them, forget 
or ignore the harm suff ered, accept it, and try to go further, whereas a small part 
of the general population is convinced that forgiveness means feeling aff ection 
and understanding again for the one who off ended you. To this, fi eld experts add 
another important aspect, namely the goodwill towards the aggressor (Paleari & 
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Pelucchi, 2013).
Forgiveness within the couple has been identifi ed as an element that plays 

an important role in marital satisfaction, although forgiveness is often omitted 
from the list of possible interventions to increase marital satisfaction (Aalgaard, 
Bolen & Nugent, 2016). Exploring relationships that are compromised by inter-
personal confl icts and transgressions off ers opportunities to examine forgiveness 
as an eff ective component for increasing relational satisfaction. Paleari, Regalia, 
and Fincham (2009) have described three ways in which people forgive others. 
Off ense forgiveness is a specifi c act of forgiveness for a specifi c off ense within a 
defi ned interpersonal framework. Dyadic forgiveness is the inclination to forgive 
the partner for numerous off enses. Trait forgiveness refers to the understanding 
of a person who tends to forgive people for off enses in multiple circumstances, 
including interpersonal situations involving a variety of relationships. Despite 
the fact that forgiveness is a derivative process, Maio, Thomas, Fincham and 
Carnelley (2008) note that the process of forgiving consciously incorporates the 
tendency to move away from negative thoughts, feelings and behaviours towards 
the transgressor, pointing to positive thoughts, feelings and behaviours.

Considering the various contexts in which forgiveness takes place, Gordon, 
Burton, and Porter (2004) explored whether the notion of forgiveness among 
women who are confronted with domestic violence is truly forgiveness or con-
scious rationalization to help them go far away. Their results showed that the more 
women interpreted the partner’s behaviour less badly or intentionally, the more 
likely they were willing to forgive their behaviour and to consider continuing the 
relationship. Since forgiveness should never be used to excuse harmful or violent 
behaviour, therapists can identify certain moments in couples’ therapy to explore 
partners’ behaviours and to suggest answers to help them maintain their safety.

If forgiveness can however, provide longevity, survival, and wound healing in 
relationships, then it is justifi ed to add this component to the list of key elements 
that help couples increase their satisfaction in relationship and maintain marriage. 
In other studies, forgiveness is perceived as a component of marital interven-
tions implemented in the context of infi delity, forgiveness being conceived as a 
cornerstone of the successful relationship (Baucom, Gordon, Snyder, Atkins, & 
Christensen, 2006).

Forgiveness and marital satisfaction 

In a couple, forgiveness is identifi ed as a powerful predictor of relational satis-
faction. The study initiated by Berry and Worthington (2001) confi rmed that anger 
as a personality trait and forgiveness as a mood, constituted predictive factors 
for the quality of close relationships, impacting the mental and physical health 
of individuals (Berry & Worthington, 2001; Thoresen, Harris, & Luskin, 2000).

More recently, Braithwaite, Selby and Fincham (2011) studied the path me-
diation mechanisms between forgiveness as a feature and relational satisfaction. 
They conceptualized forgiveness not only as a process that leads to a reduction in 
negative responses, but also as a goodwill to the transgressor. They also consid-
ered some possible mediators between forgiveness and relationship satisfaction, 
especially interpersonal confl ict and self-regulation. Among the most important 
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tactics of the interpersonal confl ict were positive communication, negative com-
munication, and physical aggression. The authors have advanced the hypothesis 
that relationship satisfaction has been enhanced by eff orts in the relationship aimed 
at reducing confl ict situations.

Gordon, Hughes, Tomcik, Dixon and Litzinger (2009) examined the role of 
forgiveness in marital satisfaction and family functioning through the use of a 
cross-sectional study that was conducted as part of a larger longitudinal study on 
family relational functioning. Emphasis has been placed on devastating relation-
al confl icts, such as infi delities, major lies, drastic unilateral fi nancial decisions 
and other similar humiliations and betrayal, which often have long-term negative 
eff ects on marital functioning (Aalgaard, Bolen & Nugent, 2016).

Forgiveness was conceptualized in the form of two constructs: negative and 
positive forgiveness. The negative forgiveness is defi ned by grudging, withdrawal 
or avoidance, as well as the desire for revenge or punishment towards the betray-
ing partner. Positive forgiveness (was) is defi ned as the willingness to forgive, 
increased empathy, greater dyadical confi dence, and anger. Both negative and 
positive forgiveness have been examined for their impact on couples’ relationships 
and for their eff ect on both dyadic and family functioning (Gordon et al., 2009).

Even though there are many kinds of forgiveness (group forgiveness or self-for-
giveness), the most important part of the studies focuses on interpersonal forgive-
ness, that is, forgiveness between two persons, between the victim and the off ender. 
Given the specifi city of the two forms of forgiveness, for further exploration we 
will refer to other studies (Regalia, Paleari, 2008,; Regalia, Pelucchi, Paleari, 2010; 
Paleari and Pelucchi, 2013), in the present study only interpersonal forgiveness 
will be analysed. Recent studies also agree to assert that forgiveness is a process 
(that is) distinguishable from other similar phenomena such as excuse, justifi cation, 
forgetfulness or reconciliation (Paleari and Pelucchi, 2013).

Gordon et al. (2009) hypothesized that couples’ self-portrait of satisfaction in 
relationship would increase, all the more as the positive forgiveness would increase 
and the negative forgiveness would diminish in the relationship. Going beyond 
the couple’s intimate relationship, the study posits the hypothesis that the parental 
alliance will become stronger when more positive forgiveness is experienced.

Results
Several studies have approached the relationship between forgiveness and 

marital satisfaction (Walrond-Skinner, 1998; Bugay, 2014; Braithwaite, Selby & 
Fincham, 2011). Thus, Aalgaard, Bolen & Nugent (2016) examined the role of 
forgiveness as a benefi cial intervention that would favour partner satisfaction in 
couples therapy. In their study, they concluded that forgiveness off ers a way to 
cope with the partner’s infi delity and is related to a positive outcome in terms of 
relationship quality and marital satisfaction.

Braithwaite and colleagues (2011) found that forgiveness seems to be short-cir-
cuiting the use of negative confl ict strategies thus allowing the couple to come 
out of the cycle of negative reciprocity that leads to relational distress. They have 
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shown that eff orts to forgive in the relationship signifi cantly improve the relation-
ship of marriage and marital satisfaction. They have also come to the conclusion 
that forgiveness is more benefi cial to healthy couples than to those with big 
problems or those who suff er from a strong relational distress. Finally, they have 
shown that the tendency to forgive a partner in a romantic relationship increases 
the satisfaction of the relationship, through increased relational eff orts and a low 
presence of negative confl icts.

Berry & Worthington’s (2001) study confi rmed that the anger trait and the pre-
disposition of personality forgiveness predicted the quality of close relationships 
with an impact on a person’s mental and physical health. The research results sup-
ported the hypothesis that individuals who are prone to forgiveness have a better 
quality of their romantic relationship. They also concluded that the two personal-
ity traits of being forgiving or unforgiving are predictors of physical and mental 
health, namely, the health of a person is positively correlated with a better quality 
of close relationships and the presence of forgiveness as a feature of personality.

McNulty (2008) hypothesized that forgiveness could have long-term costs and 
found that husbands who reported that they were more forgiving were happier in 
the couple, had fewer severe problems, and were behaved less negatively. In time, 
however, wives have become far less satisfi ed with their marriages. Over the time 
the results showed that wives perceived relationship issues as more severe, while 
husbands perceived that relationship issues had not changed signifi cantly. In this 
study, sex has infl uenced the relationship’s satisfaction. The results of the McNul-
ty’s study (2008) showed that the increased forgiveness of spouses for partners 
who committed themselves to negative behaviour was benefi cial in time, but less 
forgiveness or lack of it was detrimental to the relationship. For married couples 
with partners who have often adopted negative behaviours without reducing them, 
increased forgiveness has become detrimental to the relationship, and the quality 
of the relationship has deteriorated over time. Conversely, lowering forgiveness 
for those who have frequently adopted negative behaviour has been benefi cial 
over time. Finally, relatively healthy marriages have experienced more positive 
benefi ts from the eff ects of forgiveness than troubled relationships. McNulty also 
suggested that an intervention that includes forgiveness could help bring stability 
to relations for benevolent partners over time.

Gordon, Hughes, Tomcik, Dixon & Litzingher (2009) examined the role of 
forgiveness in marital and family functioning using a transversal study. Gordon 
et al. (2009) found that both husbands and wives reported that greater negative 
forgiveness resulted in the perception of lower marriage satisfaction. Subjects’ 
perception of their relationship remained the same in assessing marital confl icts 
and dyadical confi dence variables. The husbands and wives who reported greater 
positive forgiveness predicted a perception of the highest qualities of the parental 
relationship. In addition, greater spouse’s positive forgiveness predicted positive 
perception of greater dyadic confi dence, while greater negative husbands’ and 
wives’ forgiveness predicted increased behavioural relationships with confl ict and 
lower levels of dyadic trust.

Forgiveness was also approached from the perspective of family therapy to help 
couples in cases of infi delity of one of the spouses (Olmstead et al., 2009; Woldar-
sky-Meneses & Greenberg, 2014). The study conducted by Olmstead et al. (2009) 
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showed there are several factors that mediate the relationship between forgiveness 
and marital satisfaction, namely: time, psychological education, clarifi cation of 
the situation, shared acceptance of responsibility and mutual language. They also 
indicated that forgiveness is a sequential process and that “treating infi delity” with 
forgiveness infl uences signifi cantly relational satisfaction.

Other studies have examined the forgiveness and quality of the couple rela-
tionship within the dyadic perspective (Arya & Kaushik, 2015). The results of 
this study indicated that if the partners have resentment to one another or avoid 
forgiving each other; this is negatively correlated with relational satisfaction, 
while goodwill and openness to forgive have been correlated with marital satis-
faction. The study confi rmed a strong correlation between forgiveness and marital 
satisfaction.

Conclusions
After carefully analysing the literature, the conclusions of this paper on the 

phenomenon of forgiveness and its infl uence on marital satisfaction in the cou-
ple’s relationships are directed to the fact that there is no general consensus on 
the use of the term forgiveness and that of marital satisfaction. Then, even if the 
phenomenon of forgiveness is conceptualized somewhat in a similar way, there 
are also several divisions or more types of forgiveness. Moreover, it has been 
observed that there are few empirical studies in the literature that support the 
validity of these concepts.

Following the analysis several articles in the literature, we can notice an im-
portant positive relationship between the phenomenon of forgiveness and marital 
satisfaction in the relationship between spouses in the couple. Thus, the assessed 
studies confi rmed the hypothesis of a strong positive correlation between the 
phenomenon of forgiveness and marital satisfaction, both in terms of self-forgiv-
ing and that of partner forgiveness in the couple. In this regard, people who have 
given importance to forgiveness within the couple have experienced greater marital 
satisfaction along with the reduction of negative symptoms (decreased depression 
or better health and cardiovascular functioning). At the same time, it was found 
that forgiveness was benefi cial for healthy relationships rather than for those with 
problems, and that forgiveness plays a more important role in married couples 
than in unmarried couples compared to marital satisfaction. Finally, the analysis 
of the articles in this study has been useful to me both for a better defi nition and 
operationalization of terms, as well as for confi rming the initial assumptions and 
the organization of my own research.

The investigations have also shown the usefulness of correlative exploratory 
research to highlight the phenomenon of forgiveness in relation to marital satis-
faction. The data obtained from this study give rise to an increase of interest in 
the role of forgiveness within the couple, also considering the benefi ts it can bring 
both in the short and long term, with particular emphasis on combined part of the 
professionals in the fi eld. It is important to have training programs designed to 
prevent and manage confl ict situations or transgressions, respectively to use the 
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most eff ective strategies. The results highlight arguments regarding the importance 
of counselling and couples therapy, with a positive impact on the prevention of 
dysfunctional eff ects of couples’ transgressions as well as intervention.

Attitudes about life events vary from an individual to another, and this could 
be caused by a lack of health information, a low socio-economic level (Vintila et 
al., 2009), lower level of personal development or a lack of social support. Social 
support is considerd a protective factor that can reduce the eff ect of stressful, 
overwhelming life events (Tudorel & Vintila, 2018). These life events are own, 
subjective experiences they depend not only on environmental factors but also on 
the individual (Tudorel, Macsinga, & Virga, 2013).
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