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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of forgiveness therapy and structured
reminiscence writing on interpersonal emotion regulation, perceived rejection, and
sense of coherence among older adults residing in nursing homes. This quasi-
experimental study used a pretest-posttest design with a one-month follow-up,
including two experimental groups and one control group. The statistical population
consisted of older adults residing in nursing homes in Arak, Iran, during 2025-2026.
Forty-five eligible participants were selected through convenience sampling and
randomly assigned to three groups of 15: forgiveness therapy, structured
reminiscence writing, and control. The forgiveness-therapy group received five
sessions, while the structuredreminiscence-writinggroupreceivedeight sessions;the
control group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Interpersonal
Emotion Regulation Questionnaire, the Perceived Rejection Scale, and the 13-item
Sense of Coherence Scale. Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of
covariance, univariate ANCOVA, Bonferroni post hoc tests, and paired-samples t
testsin SPSS version 26. Multivariate ANCOVA indicated a significant overall group
effect on the combined dependent variables, F(3,38)=15.110, p<0.001, n?>=0.544.
Significant group effects were also found for interpersonal emotion regulation,
F(2,41)=9.369, p=0.001, 1*=0.314; perceived rejection, F(2,41)=13.639, p<0.001,
n?>=0.400; and sense of coherence, F(2,41)=8.261, p=0.001, n>=0.287. Bonferroni
comparisons showed that both interventions significantly improved interpersonal
emotionregulationand reduced perceived rejectioncomparedwith the control group,
while no significant differences were observed between the two interventions for
these outcomes. Both interventions significantly improved sense of coherence;
however, structured reminiscence writing was significantly more effective than
forgiveness therapy (p=0.041). Most intervention effects remained stable at the one-
month follow-up. Both forgiveness therapy and structured reminiscence writing can
be effective psychological interventions for improving interpersonal emotion
regulation, reducing perceived rejection, and enhancing sense of coherence among
nursing-home older adults, although structured reminiscence writing appears to
provide an additional advantage in strengthening sense of coherence.

Keywords: Forgiveness therapy, structured reminiscence writing, interpersonal
emotion regulation, perceived rejection, sense of coherence, older adults.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Population aging has become one of the major demographic and public-health developments of contemporary
societies. Increased life expectancy has expanded the proportion of older adults who experience age-related
changes in physical health, social roles, family relationships, and psychological functioning. Although aging
is a natural developmental process, it may be accompanied by retirement, bereavement, diminished social
networks, chronic illness, reduced independence, and relocation from the family home to institutional settings.
These changes may be especially challenging for older adults residing in nursing homes because institutional
living can involve separation from familiar social environments, reduced autonomy, disruption of long-
standing interpersonal relationships, and a diminished sense of social belonging (Sharghi et al., 2020; World
Health, 2023; Zamzam, 2020). Accordingly, the psychological well-being of institutionalized older adults
has increasingly become a focus of preventive and therapeutic interventions.

One important psychological challenge in later life is social disconnection and the subjective experience of
rejection. Loneliness, social isolation, and reduced interpersonal contact have been associated with a wide
range of adverse psychological and health outcomes among older adults (Courtin & Knapp, 2024; Lim et al.,
2023). Perceived rejection refers to the subjective sense of being ignored, excluded, disliked, or socially
marginalized. Such experiences may become more salient in older adults who have lost important relational
roles or who perceive themselves as being less involved in family and community life. Evidence suggests that
social exclusion is an important concern among older adults and may require targeted psychosocial and
environmental interventions (Aghamohammadi et al., 2026). Perceived rejection has also been associated
with depressive symptoms and maladaptive emotional processes in older populations (Einiki & Sadeghi,
2021). Therefore, interventions that enhance social belonging, interpersonal understanding, and emotional
processing may be particularly valuable in nursing-home settings.

Interpersonal emotion regulation is another central component of psychological adaptation. It refers to the
processes through which individuals regulate their emotions with the assistance of others or modify the
emotional states of other people through interpersonal interactions (Dixon-Gordon et al., 2023). In later life,
interpersonal emotion regulation may be especially relevant because older adults frequently rely on
relationships with family members, peers, caregivers, and institutional staff for emotional support. Difficulties
in emotion regulation have been associated with interpersonal problems and various maladaptive psychological
outcomes (Ahmadi, 2025; Jafari & Doustian, 2026; Karimian & Jahangiri, 2023). Moreover, contemporary
models of emotional aging suggest that successful emotion regulation depends not only on the use of particular
strategies but also on the flexibility with which individuals select strategies that are appropriate to their goals
and situational demands (Isaacowitz & English, 2024; Whitmoyer et al., 2024).

Another protective psychological resource in later life is sense of coherence, a core construct within the
salutogenic model of health. Sense of coherence reflects the extent to which individuals experience life as
comprehensible, manageable, and meaningful (Eriksson, 2022; Mittelmark et al., 2023). Older adults with a
stronger sense of coherence may be better able to organize stressful experiences, mobilize internal and external
coping resources, and maintain meaning despite losses and age-related transitions. Consequently, interventions
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that help older adults reinterpret difficult experiences and construct a coherent life narrative may contribute
substantially to psychological adjustment.

Forgiveness therapy is one intervention that may influence these dimensions. Forgiveness is conceptualized as
a gradual reduction in resentment, hostility, and revenge motivation accompanied by cognitive and emotional
restructuring of interpersonal injuries. It does not require condoning harmful behavior, but rather seeks to
reduce the psychological burden associated with unresolved resentment (Fitzgibbons, 2024; Toussaint et al.,
2024). Research has linked forgiveness with improved psychological adjustment and healthier adaptation in
later life (Harris & Thoresen, 2023), while forgiveness-based interventions have demonstrated beneficial
effects on interpersonal and emotional outcomes in different populations (Hosseini & Ashouri, 2024;
Jamshidi & Homaei, 2025; Khosravi & Ghejavand, 2026).

Structured reminiscence writing represents another potentially useful intervention for older adults. Through
guided recall and written reconstruction of autobiographical experiences, older adults can revisit meaningful
life events, organize emotional memories, strengthen personal identity, and develop greater continuity between
their past and present selves. Reminiscence and life-review interventions have shown positive effects on
psychological well-being, social connectedness, and other psychosocial outcomes in older adults (Chiang et
al., 2023; Latorre et al., 2023; Pinquart & Forstmeier, 2023). Structured reminiscence has also been
associated with improvements in general well-being, meaning in life, coping, and sense of coherence among
older adults (Momeni et al., 2023; Sales et al., 2022). Given the theoretical differences between forgiveness
therapy and structured reminiscence writing, their comparative effects on interpersonal emotion regulation,
perceived rejection, and sense of coherence require further investigation. Therefore, the present study aimed
to compare the effectiveness of forgiveness therapy and structured reminiscence writing on interpersonal
emotion regulation, perceived rejection, and sense of coherence among older adults residing in nursing homes.
Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with two experimental groups, one
control group, and a one-month follow-up assessment for the experimental groups. The statistical population
consisted of older adults residing in nursing homes in Arak, Iran, during 2025-2026. Using convenience
sampling, 45 eligible older adults were recruited and randomly assigned to three groups of 15 participants:
forgiveness therapy, structured reminiscence writing, and control. Inclusion criteria were willingness to
participate and absence of psychiatric medication use. Exclusion criteria included Alzheimer’s disease or
significant cognitive impairment and absence from more than three intervention sessions. All participants
completed the study measures before the interventions and immediately after their completion; the two
experimental groups were additionally assessed one month later.

Data were collected using the Perceived Rejection Scale, the Interpersonal Emotion Regulation Questionnaire,
and the 13-item Sense of Coherence Scale. The Perceived Rejection Scale consisted of four items scored on a
seven-point Likert scale, with higher scores representing greater perceived rejection. The Interpersonal
Emotion Regulation Questionnaire contained 20 items covering interpersonal emotion-regulation processes,
including enhancing positive affect, perspective taking, soothing, and social modeling. The 13-item Sense of
Coherence Scale assessed the extent to which participants perceived their lives as comprehensible,
manageable, and meaningful, with higher scores indicating stronger sense of coherence.

The structured reminiscence writing intervention consisted of eight group sessions. Sessions focused
sequentially on childhood and family life, school years, occupational and recreational experiences, marriage,
home and neighborhood memories, parenting and the next generation, food and travel experiences, and final
integration of memories. Photographs, personal objects, documents, and other memory cues were used to
facilitate recall, and participants were encouraged to write about emotionally meaningful experiences and
discuss their significance.
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Forgiveness therapy was conducted over five weekly group sessions based on a structured forgiveness model.
The sessions focused on expressing negative emotions and interpersonal resentment, understanding the needs
and motivations of others, recognizing one’s own past interpersonal mistakes, relinquishing revenge and
resentment, expressing forgiveness, and maintaining forgiveness through behavioral commitment and
preparation for future interpersonal challenges.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics included frequency, percentage, mean,
standard deviation, and standard error. Assumptions of parametric analysis were examined using the Shapiro -
Wilk test, Levene’s test, and tests of homogeneity of regression slopes. Multivariate analysis of covariance
and univariate ANCOVA were used to compare posttest scores while controlling for pretest scores. Bonferroni
post hoc comparisons were conducted to determine pairwise group differences. Paired-samples t tests were
used to examine the maintenance of intervention effects from posttest to one-month follow-up. Statistical
significance was set at 0.05.

Findings

The sample consisted of 45 older adults. In the forgiveness-therapy group, 46.7% were men and 53.3% were
women; in the structured reminiscence-writing group, 33.3% were men and 66.7% were women; and in the
control group, 40.0% were men and 60.0% were women.

Descriptive results demonstrated improvements in both experimental groups. Mean interpersonal emotion-
regulation scores increased from 50.93+10.14 to 61.93+11.97 in the forgiveness-therapy group and from
48.00£9.86 to 65.86+12.97 in the structured reminiscence-writing group, whereas the control group changed
only from 44.40+8.86 to 45.73+9.04. At follow-up, the means were 61.53+11.12 and 67.06+£13.00 for the
forgiveness and reminiscence groups, respectively.

Perceived rejection decreased from 16.66+4.13 to 12.06+£3.78 in the forgiveness-therapy group and from
18.33+4.27 to 11.80+3.33 in the structured reminiscence-writing group, whereas the control group increased
slightly from 16.80+3.80 to 17.06+3.34. Follow-up means were 12.20+3.85 and 12.13+4.38 in the two
intervention groups.

Sense-of-coherence scores increased from 49.73+7.85 to 57.86+10.59 in the forgiveness-therapy group and
from 56.46+9.19 to 69.73+8.04 in the structured reminiscence-writing group, while the control group changed
from 53.134£8.27 to 53.60+10.32. Follow-up means were 58.26+£10.15 and 70.13+9.28, respectively.

The assumptions for ANCOVA were satisfied. Shapiro-Wilk tests were nonsignificant across the relevant
variables and groups, Levene’s tests indicated homogeneity of variance for interpersonal emotion regulation
(F=0.506, p=0.607), perceived rejection (F=0.095, p=0.910), and sense of coherence (F=0.839, p=0.439), and
group-by-pretest interactions were nonsignificant. The multivariate analysis showed a significant overall group
effect, Roy’s Largest Root=1.193, F(3,38)=15.110, p<0.001, n>=0.544, with statistical power of 1.000.
Univariate ANCOVA showed significant group effects for interpersonal emotion regulation, F(2,41)=9.369,
p=0.001, n*=0.314; perceived rejection, F(2,41)=13.639, p<0.001, n?>=0.400; and sense of coherence,
F(2,41)=8.261, p=0.001, n?>=0.287. Bonferroni comparisons indicated that both forgiveness therapy and
structured reminiscence writing significantly improved interpersonal emotion regulation compared with the
control group, but did not differ significantly from each other (p=0.230). Both interventions also significantly
reduced perceived rejection relative to the control group, with no significant difference between the two
interventions (p=0.640). For sense of coherence, both interventions were superior to the control group, and
structured reminiscence writing was significantly more effective than forgiveness therapy (mean
difference=7.487, p=0.041).

Follow-up analyses showed that the effects of forgiveness therapy remained stable for interpersonal emotion
regulation (p=0.384), perceived rejection (p=0.499), and sense of coherence (p=0.164). In the structured
reminiscence-writing group, perceived rejection (p=0.090) and sense of coherence (p=0.110) remained stable,
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while interpersonal emotion regulation showed an additional significant improvement from posttest to follow-
up (p=0.020).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicated that both forgiveness therapy and structured reminiscence writing were effective in
improving interpersonal emotion regulation, reducing perceived rejection, and increasing sense of coherence
among nursing-home older adults. These results suggest that interventions targeting emotional processing and
autobiographical meaning-making can produce meaningful psychological benefits in institutionalized older
adults.

The improvement in interpersonal emotion regulation following forgiveness therapy may be explained by the
intervention’s emphasis on expressing resentment, reconsidering interpersonal injuries, developing empathy,
and reducing revenge-oriented thinking. These processes may decrease emotional reactivity and enable older
adults to respond to interpersonal difficulties with greater flexibility. Structured reminiscence writing may
improve interpersonal emotion regulation through a different mechanism. By recalling and organizing
emotionally significant memories, participants may gain greater awareness of emotional patterns, reinterpret
past relationships, and develop more adaptive ways of discussing and managing emotional experiences with
others.

Both interventions also reduced perceived rejection. Forgiveness therapy may help older adults reinterpret
previous interpersonal injuries less rigidly and reduce the tendency to perceive social relationships through the
lens of resentment and rejection. Structured reminiscence writing, meanwhile, provides opportunities for
sharing personal experiences, discovering common life themes, receiving attention from other group members,
and strengthening the sense that one’s life experiences are recognized and valued. Such processes may directly
counter feelings of exclusion and marginalization.

Both interventions further enhanced sense of coherence, although structured reminiscence writing was
significantly more effective. This difference may be attributable to the direct relationship between
reminiscence and the organization of autobiographical experience. Structured reminiscence encourages
participants to place childhood, work, marriage, family, travel, and other major life events within an integrated
narrative. This process can make life experiences more understandable, reinforce perceptions of personal
competence, and strengthen the sense that one’s life has continuity and meaning. Forgiveness therapy also
contributes to coherence by helping individuals resolve emotionally unfinished interpersonal experiences, but
its focus is relatively narrower than the comprehensive life-review process involved in structured reminiscence
writing.

The one-month follow-up results further supported the durability of both interventions. Most improvements
remained stable after the interventions ended, and interpersonal emotion regulation continued to improve in
the structured reminiscence group. This may indicate that reminiscence-based processes continue beyond
formal sessions because participants can independently recall, write about, and discuss autobiographical
experiences after treatment completion.

In conclusion, forgiveness therapy and structured reminiscence writing are both useful psychological
interventions for nursing-home older adults. Both approaches can improve interpersonal emotion regulation,
reduce perceived rejection, and enhance sense of coherence. However, structured reminiscence writing appears
to have an additional advantage in strengthening sense of coherence. Accordingly, nursing homes and geriatric
mental-health services may benefit from incorporating structured group-based forgiveness and reminiscence
programs into routine psychosocial care, with intervention selection guided by the primary psychological needs
of older adults.
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