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Abstract

This qualitative study explored how emotional facial expressions shape the willingness to forgive among adults
in Pakistan while keeping cultural and religious meanings in mind A total of forty eight participants between 20
and 40 years old took part in four group interviews and all conversations were carried out in Urdu The study used
culturally adapted photographs that showed sad happy and neutral faces to spark reflection Questions were
taken from well-known US measures like TRIM 12 IRl EC and FEEL but they were turned into open-ended prompts
so that people could speak freely in their own words Thematic analysis brought forward four main ideas Sadness
often opened the door to forgiveness Many participants described forgiveness as a cultural and religious duty
Stress influenced how people noticed and interpreted emotional expressions Empathy made the movement
toward forgiveness stronger and more meaningful Each theme held several subthemes and these were
supported through direct quotes from participants The findings suggest that emotional recognition works
together with personal traits and cultural values to guide forgiveness decisions in Pakistan The study offers
practical insight for therapy conflict resolution and educational settings with an emphasis on approaches that
respect cultural and religious contexts
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Introduction

Forgiveness is a complex part of human life It touches our relationships mental health and the way we connect
with others in society (Toussaint & Friedman, 2020) In countries like Pakistan forgiveness is not only a personal
choice but something taught through religion family values and the expectations of the people around us It
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shapes how people decide whether to let go of hurt or hold onto it (Naeem et al., 2024) Despite being so
important there is not much research that looks closely at what triggers forgiveness emotionally in Pakistani
adults

Studies from other parts of the world especially the United States show that seeing sadness on someone’s face
often makes people more willing to forgive them (Batson et al., 2015; McCullough et al., 2021) The empathy
altruism idea suggests that when we notice sadness in others it can spark caring feelings and push us to act in
helpful ways like forgiving (Eisenberg & Miller, 2019) But people are different Some forgive more easily some
less Empathy how much attention they pay and their own tendency to forgive changes how they respond Also
stress can change how we notice emotions and affect our decisions to forgive in real situations (Robinson et al.,
2023)

The U.S. study that inspired this work used numbers and large samples to measure how facial expressions
affected forgiveness While useful those methods cannot show the small cultural details the personal stories or
the meaning making that happens when people decide to forgive in Pakistan The present study takes the same
ideas but uses a qualitative approach letting adults explain in their own words how they notice emotions how
they think about cultural and religious duties and how they balance what they feel with what society expects
Research Objectives

1 Explore how sad happy and neutral facial expressions influence forgiveness decisions

2 Examine how trait forgiveness and empathy appear in participants stories

3 Investigate how stress changes attention to emotional expressions

4 Identify cultural and religious influences that shape forgiveness in Pakistan

Method

Research Design

This study used a qualitative descriptive design with semi-structured interviews to capture participants
experiences their interpretations and the way they make decisions about forgiveness This design works well for
studying ideas that are deeply embedded in culture like forgiveness and noticing emotions in others
Participants

Forty eight adults between 20 and 40 years old took part in the study Twenty six were female and twenty two
male Participants were purposively selected from urban and semi urban areas of Punjab and Sindh They were
divided into four groups of twelve so that discussions could be interactive yet manageable Participants had to
speak Urdu and be willing to talk about personal experiences of forgiveness and have no history of severe
psychiatric disorders The sample was chosen to reflect diversity in gender age and educational background
Materials

Facial Expression Stimuli

Culturally adapted photographs of Pakistani faces showing sadness happiness and neutral expressions were
used They were inspired by the FEEL database (Traue, 2002) and pretested for recognizability emotional
intensity and cultural relevance
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Interview Guide
Open-ended questions were developed based on items from TRIM 12 IRI EC and willingness to forgive scales
but they were not formally translated or validated Instead the questions were adapted into simple Urdu
prompts to allow participants to speak freely in their own words Sample questions included
e Trait forgiveness
o e 35S O oS Olall bl w0 5 OTE Joedy WS Bgw T F Glae 358 50 S dliaid 3,5 S "
e Empathy
o ‘> %T 6"“5 55 ool 2gSos m 9 gT S IS Glulus I 3 gw T
e Willingness to forgive
o “woyr 45005 QTS Geguma 35S T WS @ 0TS Blaw 5,85 Lad p SIS C 0 ”
e Stress influence
o 510 8L (me 0w 09l 39S QT 55 e Slaie B T & Jeedy (e LS 33 T65”
Procedure
e Participants gave written informed consent
e Group interviews were conducted in four groups of twelve and lasted about 40 to 50 minutes each
o Facial expression images were shown sequentially and participants responded to each prompt
¢ Discussions were audio recorded transcribed in Urdu and then translated into English
e Ethical considerations such as confidentiality voluntary participation and emotional support were
ensured
Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was conducted following Braun and Clarke (2006)
1 Familiarization Transcripts were read multiple times to become familiar with the data
2 Coding Meaningful statements about emotions empathy stress and forgiveness were identified and coded
3 Theme generation Codes were grouped into broader categories
4 Review Themes were checked across groups to ensure consistency
5 Definition Themes were named with clear subthemes
6 Reporting Themes were supported with direct participant quotes and examples from dialogues
Rigor Measures
e Credibility Member checking was done with ten participants to verify interpretations
o Dependability A detailed audit trail was maintained throughout
o Transferability Thick descriptions of context and participants were provided
e Confirmability Multiple researchers coded the transcripts independently to reduce bias
Results
Results
Overview
Four major themes emerged, each with subthemes and supporting participant quotations. Such a framework
embodies emotional, cultural and contextual aspects of forgiveness in Pakistan.
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Theme 1: Sadness Evokes Forgiveness
The respondents always said that they experience empathy when sad facial expressions are involved, and they
are more likely to forgive.
Subthemes

1. Emotional empathy

o Participant A: “car (ne UgSos O 45 09 pased ueldl (. game WS w45 09 (2819 Bligze (sl (e sl Blas S

s -oge” ‘ L L

e Participant B: “g94 ove $u2bb dgw v 0SW 0l § 13l 4503 58 Us gy gy bl 0"

2. Perceived remorse

e Participant C: “ 31 (ae 034505 45 09 pasd (2319 suiad (v 95 Blan B, Ol gy Bl - ”

3. Relationship preservation

e Participant D: “se i) GlaLS 55 Ol o 6S dipler ool & (old) oy 4503 5 U5 5 5 Bl -0
Interpretation: Empathic concern is provoked by the sadness of others, which supports the hypothesis of
empathy- altruism among the Pakistani culture.
Theme 2: Cultural and Religious Duty to Forgive
Forgiveness was often framed as moral or religious obligation, reflecting societal norms.
Subthemes

1. Faith and religious teaching

e Participant E: “GBlas lud 2 e copde § dia> ‘e ! A gz LidgS 3,5 Swlr S o Blas _09,S”

2. Family and social expectations

e Participant F: “Gley Josd ot o2 bleSa Bl o aS Jale 35S 0glly oS Colan ByS §)90 - 0"

3. Social cohesion

Participant G: “Glas 1,S ©lakad o5 bguae 5,5 w0 59l grleww el @38 gy -0 ”

Interpretation: Regardless of the emotional stimuli and addressing the context-related aspects, religion and
cultural systems promote forgiveness.
Theme 3: Stress Modulates Attention to Emotional Expressions
Respondents observed that emotional responses change attention to emotional signals, which impact the
forgiveness decision.
Subthemes

1. Selective attention

o Participant H: “ (e 5b3 (e c0gw 85 e oIl 2 ez s 0L A g5 o g 9l UR9> VI 2 -7

2. Cognitive load

o Participant I: “3b3 (e te s 03z S 4500 Bl Bro 97 s v 719 5 09 pugaume Bgw - ”

3. Emotional regulation

e Participant J: “3bs & 39 Js 5 alas 03l Gbixr sy Bl e ol Blas &0 o 450 s (3K 0"
Interpretation: Stress also affects attention and decision making, and therefore the situational factors and
forgiveness interact in association.
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Theme 4: Empathy Amplifies Forgiveness
The capability of empathizing by the participants had a significant influence on their disposition to forgive.

Subthemes
1. Perspective taking

Advance Social Science Archive Journal

o Participant K: “ S| ge (ol § > sgma § GicsS BS 0gw 55 s Ul CBlae 355§ Bl Jslo gy -0 ”
2. Emotional resonance
e Participant L: “ca (e )33 ByS Ogw 45 09 paseds (S el o )55 L) ‘(@ 9 G i st“z’ 4= & 09l Ble 3T

-d‘”
3. Moral reflection

* Participant M: “&l ©bidz jgl @Yl 5 598 3,55 ae Blae fod (e Gl Ggw -0”
Interpretation: The empathic concern influences perception of emotions and cultural norms to the process of

forgiveness.

Table 1: Themes and Subthemes

Theme Subtheme Example Quote (translated)

Sadness evokes Emotional empathy “When | see someone sad after hurting me, | feel they are

forgiveness remorseful, and | forgive them.”

Sadness evokes Perceived remorse “Seeing genuine remorse makes forgiveness easier.”

forgiveness

Sadness evokes Relationship “l don’t want to damage relationships, so sadness softens

forgiveness preservation my heart.”

Cultural/religious duty Faith and norms “Forgiveness is part of my religion; | try to forgive.”

Cultural/religious duty Family and social “My family teaches that it is necessary to forgive.”
expectation

Cultural/religious duty

Social cohesion

“Forgiveness strengthens relationships and social peace.”

Stress affects attention

Selective focus

“When stressed, | notice sad faces more than happy
ones.”

Stress affects attention

Cognitive load

“Under stress, | only perceive the most obvious faces.”

Stress affects attention

Emotional regulation

“Stress makes my heart more emotional, delaying
forgiveness.”

Empathy amplifies Perspective taking “Understanding their situation inclines me to forgive.”
forgiveness

Empathy amplifies Emotional resonance “Imagining their state reduces my anger and allows
forgiveness forgiveness.”

Empathy amplifies Moral reflection “Reflecting on my emotions and circumstances makes

forgiveness

forgiveness easier.”
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Discussion

This study offers a deeply humanized understanding of how people in Pakistan make sense of forgiveness
revealing the delicate interplay between emotional cues cultural narratives and personal psychological
processes Participants’ responses showed that sadness is a particularly powerful trigger for forgiveness echoing
international findings that sadness often awakens empathic concern and softens interpersonal boundaries
(Batson et al., 2015) Yet in the Pakistani context forgiveness extended beyond an emotional reaction it was
often described as a moral pathway a religious responsibility and an essential part of sustaining relationships
and social harmony This grounding in faith and cultural ethics sets Pakistan apart from Western samples and
underscores the need for culturally sensitive models of moral decision making

Stress also played a meaningful role in how individuals interpreted emotional expressions Participants described
moments when heightened stress narrowed their emotional bandwidth making forgiveness more difficult or
shifting their attention away from subtle emotional cues These observations resonate with broader literature
suggesting that stress reshapes cognitive processing and emotion regulation (Robinson et al., 2023) Equally
important was the strong presence of empathy in shaping participants’ choices Whether through perspective
taking or emotional resonance empathy acted as a bridge connecting the perceived emotion of the other person
with the internal moral reasoning of the self

Taken together the findings illustrate that forgiveness in Pakistan is not a single psychological act but a layered
process It is shaped by external emotional signals internal cognitive and affective responses and the cultural
stories people carry about what it means to be a good human being a responsible family member or a spiritually
grounded person The human voices in this study highlight forgiveness not as an abstract concept but as a lived
relational and emotionally textured experience

Practical Implications

Humanistic wisdom of this study gives enough viable solutions of bettering emotional health and interaction
harmony.

e Therapist Practice that involves the incorporation of the emotion recognition training that involves the
empathy training and the culturally sensitive models like the religious stories of mercy and compassion
can be applied to help the clients deal with the interpersonal wounds in a healthier pattern.

e Education The education Emotional literacy programs may help young people to be more aware of their
feelings and be more capable of perceiving emotional expressions of other individuals and to learn to
see forgiveness as their strength and not their weakness.

e Practitioners in family school or community work as Conflict Resolution may apply the emotional
implications of sadness in this specific case, and the cultural values of compassion sabr patience and
reconciliation to have an effective de-escalation of conflict and a healing effect on the situation.

This fact is reinforced by these implications that forgiveness is a psychological skill and cultural resource.
Limitations

Even though this research study had great insights into the topic of forgiveness in Pakistan, there were several

limitations that should be put into consideration The sample was primarily obtained in urban areas and this may
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not necessarily capture the richness of dynamic emotional communication that occurs through tone gestures
and microexpressions And most importantly self-report data is always subject to the influence of the social
desirability factor particularly in societies where forgiveness is considered to be a moral virtue and an emotional
mat marker.
Such inadequacies do not null down the findings but rather they aid in putting them into perspective and utilizing
them to make them better in the future.
Future Directions
Further research would be well advised to access rural and underrepresented groups to access a broader variety
of cultural experiences Incorporating techniques such as physiological measures of eye tracking Incorporation
of approaches such as eye tracking Incorporation of methods such as eye tracking Incorporation of methods
such as eye tracking Incorporation of methods such as eye tracking Incorporation of methods such as eye
tracking Incorporation of methods such as eye tracking Incorporation of methods such as eye tracking
Incorporation of methods such as eye tracking Incorporation of methods such as eye
Conclusion
In essence, what the paper is offering is that forgiveness in Pakistan is a kind of emotion recognition that is
extremely interwoven with emotional regulation of stress and the moral schemas that exist within the society
of Pakistani, which is bound to instigate the depth and the meaning of forgiveness within the context of
therapeutic intervention, educational practices and conflict resolution endeavors that is respectful of the
science of psychology and not of the cultural realities of the Pakistani society.
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