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Abstract 

What are the factors that influence the perspective of someone who engages in aggressive 

behavior? What makes some people remorseful over their actions while others appear apathetic? 

For this study we seek to answer these and other questions. Various factors considered include: 

affect/guilt, perceived severity of the incident, type of aggressive act committed and time lapse 

since the incident occurred, among others. This research will be obtained as a means for 

acquiring knowledge. It is imperative because it will help to draw general inferences about 

human behavior that can be applied to other studies and possibly provide a guide for 

intervention. The proposed quantitative study is conducted using the scientific method which 

allows us to describe, predict, understand and control behavior.   

  

Keywords:  detachment, remorse, shame/guilt, forgiveness, aggression, violence 
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Nomenclature 

In this study the terms ‘offenders’, ‘perpetrators’, and ‘aggressors’ will be used interchangeably. 
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Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to examine the underlying motivations or factors involved in 

perpetrating an aggressive act. With this information care-providers can conceptualize behavior 

and begin the process of creating a framework from which to begin treatment and intervention 

procedures. Likewise, both individuals and those in interpersonal relationships may be able to 

incorporate the knowledge into their lifestyle. In 2018, there were an estimated 1,206,836 violent 

crimes in the United States according to the Federal Bureau of Investigation. As tragic as that 

may seem, acts of aggression are common and not reported as much as they occur. Juni (2009) 

conveyed aggression to be an innate human trait that is largely curbed by societal influence that 

begins around childhood. Even still, in society when a tragedy happens the first question usually 

asked is ‘Why?’. The American nation fell into social unrest catapulting the Black Lives Matter 

(BLM) movement into full force with the arrest and death of George Floyd in 2020. While 

previous studies have expounded on societal attributions as to why an act may be committed, this 

study aims to understand the perspective of the actual perpetrator and the influencing factors at 

play. Previous studies such as Andrews and Bonta (2003), were primarily concerned with 

assessing risk factors with the goal of implementing intervention (Putniņš, 2010). However, like 

many times, the perpetrators perspective was left largely unaccounted for. In the interest of 

prevention, it is the perpetrator’s, not the victim’s perspective, that needs to be efficiently 

understood. This research is useful because as Putniņš (2010) argued, reasons for offending that 

may have been previously assumed to be mere excuses may actually help identify (Maruna & 

Mann, 2006) criminogenic needs and dynamic risk factors at play. Self-reported reasons for 

more severe forms of aggression may be linked to boredom/thrill-seeking, immediate 
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gratification, interpersonal hostility, social conformity, material needs, and controlled substance 

use (Putniņš, 2010). 

 Likewise, when considering adolescents, researchers have been able to predict 

aggressive behaviors based upon the factors of sensation-seeking, gratification or automatism 

(Fuentes, Jurado, Martínez, Rubio, & Gázquez, 2016). Worthy of equal consideration is the 

importance of prevention, not only in the interest of the victim, but for the benefit of the 

perpetrator as well. Gibbs (2003) stated that concerning the reality of human interconnectedness, 

since we are in some ways a part of one another, another’s experience is just as much ours; 

therefore, when we are helping or hurting another, we are consequently helping or hurting 

ourselves (Skoe, 2010). Skoe explained that love for oneself and love for others is directly 

related and thus the true meaning behind the biblical admonishment to ‘love others as yourself’. 

While previous studies have a general curiosity in the factors of remorse, detachment, 

shame/guilt, and forgiveness/self-forgiveness, as it relates to an offender, this study is interested 

in the dynamics concerning the severity of the offense as well as the time elapsed since the 

offense occurred. 

Research Questions 

1. Does time elapsed since the aggressive act occurred, positively correlate with the 

tendency of affect/guilt of the perpetrator? 

2. Does perceived severity of the aggressive act positively correlate with the tendency of 

affect/guilt of the perpetrator? 

3. Does the type of aggressive act positively correlate with the tendency of affect/ guilt of 

the perpetrator?  
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Thematic Review of Related Literature 

Emotional Remorse: Getting the apology 

When an offense is created, the victim may be offered an apology. This apology may 

serve as a gateway for changed behavior in the perpetrator and possible restoration of the 

relationship. The offering of the apology may insinuate the offender is experiencing remorse. If 

the apology is deemed by the victim to be sincere, an apology may also provoke empathy from 

the victim on behalf of the offender and may signal the offenders desire to not repeat the 

violation in question (Riek, 2010; Gold & Weiner, 2000; McCullough et al., 1998; Zechmeister, 

Garcia, Romero, & Vas, 2004). Remorse is understood as a strong sense of guilt and regret for a 

past action (American Psychological Association [APA], 2020). 

An apology is a message that communicates that the offender has experienced guilt and is 

willing to take personal responsibility for the offense (Leunissen, Sedikides, & Wildschut, 2017). 

In a study by Exline and colleagues (2007), emotional relief was oftentimes found as a byproduct 

of apologizing for offenders (Riek, 2010). However, not all aggressive perpetrators are 

concerned with the injury their actions have created, nor may they be interested in reconciliation 

of the relationship. In considering various factors, it could be that the perpetrator does not 

believe there has been any true harm to the victim; thus, keeping them from apologizing and 

acknowledging the act. It could also be that the perpetrator is simply reluctant to apologize for 

behaviors they know in fact were damaging. Of equal consideration may be the perpetrators 

doubt in the possibility of receiving forgiveness from the victim, as well as the urge to preserve 

or defend their self-image (Leunissen et al., 2017). Feelings of remorse and self-condemnation 

usually precede any feelings of humility for a past event (Fisher & Exline, 2006). 
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If a perpetrator simply fails to understand the extent, or reality of the damaging effects of 

their behavior, consider the possibility of there being factors introduced to the perpetrator to help 

convey the perspective of the victim and thus elicit empathy. The ability to see another’s 

perspective is often attributed as a fundamental social development skill (Jenkins, Dobbs, & 

Leeper, 2015). In past studies, a perpetrator may be motivated to apologize once they are made 

aware that the victim of their behavior has an investment in the relationship, shown either 

through forgiving the perpetrator or failing to forgive the perpetrator (Leunissen et al., 2017). 

Additionally, the level of perceived closeness between the offender and the victim was also a 

determining factor into how much motivation the offender showed in apologizing; the closer the 

relationship, the greater the motivation to apologize (Riek, 2010). According to Riek, motivation 

for seeking reconciliation is stronger when the relationship has been established as one being 

high in commitment. 

Personality types in previous studies have also been accounted for in determining the 

likelihood of a perpetrator apologizing. In a study conducted by Howell, Dopko, Turowski, and 

Buro (2011), they found that traits of agreeableness and high self-esteem increased the chances 

of soliciting an apology from the offender. The personality trait of narcissism is characteristic of 

someone who is self-centered, self-aggrandizing, dominant, and manipulative in their 

interpersonal relationships (Leunissen et al., 2017). In a recent study, ‘narcissism’ predicted the 

tendency to be highly exploitative, status oriented, as well as exhibit low empathy; thus, serving 

as a barrier in judging a victim as an equal and thereby offering an apology (Leunissen et al., 

2017). Men with more violent behaviors have also been linked to having less ego maturity and 

less mature mechanisms of defense (Porcerelli, Cogan, Kamoo, & Leitman, 2004). In the case of 
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some extreme offenders, the victim is not even assessed as a whole person but instead as an 

‘object’ undeserving of compassion (Juni, 2009; Bach, 1994). 

It is sometimes believed that the aggressive perpetrator is aggressive because they 

perceive others to be so. Hostile attribution of intent is important when considering theories of 

development of aggression and antisocial behavior (de Castro, Veerman, Koops, Bosch, & 

Monshouwer, 2002). When individuals engage in hostile attribution of intent, their behavior is 

typically more problematic and easily aggressive (de Castro et al., 2002). The maturity or 

developmental stage of the individual may also influence one’s tendency to engage in hostile 

attribution of intent style of thinking. Hostile attribution bias (HAB) may cause individuals to see 

others ambiguous behaviors as hostile (Jusyte & Schönenberg, 2016). Age is negatively related 

to hostile attribution of intent in several studies (de Castro et al., 2002; Crick & Dodge, 1996). 

However, some studies show that aggressive offenders do not always engage in (HAB) type 

thinking.  

Guilt and Shame 

 Previous studies found that if perpetrators viewed themselves as responsible for the 

offense and related consequences, they would often experience guilt and shame (Fisher & 

Exline, 2006). However, guilt often equated into motivation for change, while shame usually 

resulted in avoidance (Griffin, et al., 2016). Some studies show guilt to be attributed more as a 

situation-specific emotion, whereas shame is linked to a more personal view of oneself (Lewis, 

1971; Tangney, 1995). Shame is best defined as the feeling of when someone becomes aware of 

how their actions have caused a personal violation to their values, and their self-respect is 

injured. (Nell, 2006; Rawls, 1971). Erik Erikson’s 2nd stage of human development involved the 

Autonomy versus Shame and Doubt stage. This stage occurs around the ages of 1-3 years old. 



   13 

Theoretically, it is a time of exploring the natural environment and new-found independence 

away from caregivers, along with repeatedly being rebuked and corrected. In theory this is a 

person’s first experience with the emotions of shame and doubt. Guilt is different from shame. 

Offenders experiencing guilt are able to do so without experiencing self-condemnation, however 

they are more apt to take personal responsibility for the incident; on the contrary, offenders 

experiencing shame are often plagued with feelings of low well-being and condemnation in 

conjunction with remorse (Fisher & Exline, 2006). The best way to understand the difference 

between guilt and shame would be to understand it is a difference in grand focus; guilt is taxed 

with a specific action, whereas shame is burdened by a diminished self-view (Leith & 

Baumeister, 1998). 

 In a study on perspective taking, a rise in personal distress was indicated when shame 

was present during an intrapersonal conflict, rendering the offender more preoccupied with their 

own personal distress (Leith & Baumeister, 1998). The previous author insinuated; with shame, 

the obsession with self would likely prevent a person’s ability to focus or ‘see’ another’s 

perspective.  Also interesting, perpetrators who report experiencing shame are socially motivated 

to repair damage when the offense is understood as repairable; however, if the offense is seen as 

irreparable, the shame will likely motivate self-defensive behavior (Leach & Cidam, 2015). 

Self- Forgiveness 

While seeking forgiveness may be seen as an admirable objective, perhaps equally 

important is the perpetrators ability to forgive themselves. The concept of self-forgiveness is best 

understood as the ability to accept responsibility for the wrong done while still administering 

love, compassion and generosity towards oneself without resentment (Hall & Fincham, 2005; 

Enright, 1996). Offenders who report the willingness to forgive themselves, also report more 
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tendencies to engage in conciliatory efforts toward the victim (Hall & Fincham, 2008; 

Zechmeister & Romero, 2002). Conciliatory behaviors such as offering an apology, asking 

forgiveness, and seeking to rectify wrongs are all characteristic of a person possessing self-

forgiveness (Hall & Fincham, 2008). On the contrary, pseudo self-forgiveness is characteristic of 

someone looking to minimize the effects or consequences produced as a result of their action, as 

well as defer personal responsibility, while disparaging the victim of the incident (Griffin, et al., 

2016; Enright & The Human Development Study Group, 1996;Woodyatt & Wenzel, 2013b) .  

Because of this phenomenon, many studies (e.g., Enright & Fitzgibbons,2000; Murphy, 

2002) have investigated the risk of forgiveness that appears to excuse the perpetrator and release 

them of all blame (Griffin, et al., 2016). In one study by Zechmeister and Romero (2002), victim 

responses were judged to be “overreactions” and victims were likely to be blamed by the 

perpetrator when the perpetrator claimed to forgive themselves; additionally, these self-forgivers 

make more attempts to justify their offenses. The severity level of the perceived transgression 

has also been shown to have interesting effects in the forgiveness process. Witvliet (2005) and 

Worthington (2003) found that the more serious the offense the greater difficulty offenders had 

in resolving the offense.  

Emotional Gratification 

People in general tend to do things that would bring them satisfaction while avoiding 

things that would not (Paciello, Fida, Tramontano, Lupinetti, & Caprara, 2008). Personal 

standards of morality often serve as a guide throughout life, changing in degree based upon 

developmental growth, maturity, and circumstances. Even so, personal standards do not always 

foreshow actual behavior (Paciello et al., 2008). Often the expectation is that if someone 
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commits a hurtful action, that person may at some point begin to feel remorseful over their 

actions.  

  Consider more aggressive perpetrators, particularly perpetrators of violence who appear 

to gain a sense of gratification from the act. Gratification is satisfaction that comes from a need 

or desire being met (American Psychological Association [APA], 2019). Cruelty is the deliberate 

infliction of physical or psychological pain on other living creatures, sometimes indifferently, but 

often with delight; understanding violence is an element of cruelty (Nell, 2006). At times a 

violent offender is able to absolve themselves of blame or feeling compassion for their victims 

due to their tendency to see the individual as an object versus a whole person; thus, the term part-

object relations (Juni, 2009). At times, the key to a perpetrator receiving gratification from 

violence involves the ultimate intent of hurting another person; even in cases involving murder, 

the end desire is not necessarily death or injury, but pain or terror for the victim (Juni, 2009). The 

previous researcher explained that tension is caused by unexpressed impulses, whereas the 

release of that tension results in a good feeling. Furthermore, individuals who come from benign 

home environments, yet have antisocial behavior, often exhibit low levels of physiological 

arousal (Raine, 2008).  

Biological Factors 

In notating factors that influence aggression, there is evidence highlighting areas of the 

brain that contribute to violent aggression in offenders (Raine, 2002). Research on 

neurobehavioral processes indicate there are brain patterns of antisocial behavior that may be 

crucial to understanding violence as it appears in society today (Raine, 2008). Reactive 

aggression, which is usually a result of provocation, is associated with decreased prefrontal 

activity in the brain with an increase in hyperactive limbic activity ( Siep, et al., 2018; Blair 
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2012; Coccaro et al., 2016; Da Cunha-Bang et al., 2017, 2018; Diano et al., 2017; Heesink et al., 

2018; Marxen et al., 2016; McCloskey et al., 2016; Skibsted et al., 2017).  

Another biological factor at play is gender and its role in aggressive behaviors. Between 

their third and sixth birthday when most youth are entering daycare and other organized peer 

groups, differences in aggression levels emerge between genders (Loeber & Hay, 1997). 

However, not only biological factors concerning gender should be considered, but societal biases 

on gender may also influence how aggression is perceived or carried out. ‘Traditional gender 

role ideology’ has been linked to violent behavior being passed off as ‘masculine’ (Jenkins et al., 

2015).  

 In a study by Snethen and Puymbroeck (2008), females were found to engage in physical 

aggression for reasons different from males. In fact, in some studies women were found to have 

equal or greater rates of physical aggression in intimate partner violence situations compared to 

men. Also interesting is the tendency for males to engage in ‘moral disengagement’ more 

frequently during development versus females (Paciello et al., 2008). In comparison, males show 

high levels of physical aggression, whereas females more typically engage in less direct forms of 

aggression such as alienation, ostracism, and character defamation (Loeber & Hay, 1997; 

Bjorkqvist et al., 1992, Cairns et al., 1989). Interestingly, amongst siblings, the level of physical 

aggression displayed towards one another is roughly the same between males and females 

(Loeber & Hay, 1997; Dunn,1993). 

Media 

Another factor possibly influencing aggression levels in individuals, may be attributed to 

the media. Viewing violent television has proven to: teach violent behavior, desensitize an 

individual's natural resistance to aggression, increase an individual's likeliness to engage in 
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aggression, and alter the individual’s sense of reality concerning violence (Snethen & 

Puymbroeck, 2008; Bandura,1973). Consequently, Loeber and Hay (1997) concluded that a 

child’s exposure to violence would have a long-standing impact on their overall world view. In a 

typical year, over 3 million children may witness physical abuse or fatal assaults (Levy & 

Orlans, 1999). Levy and Orlans (1999) explained that in the interest of the media, by the time a 

child completes their elementary school years they have typically viewed over 8,000 murders 

and 100,000 other violent acts. One may consider how this altered ‘world view’ may influence a 

child’s perception of reality and have vast effects on their capacity to empathize and experience 

remorse for aggressive acts. In a study involving pornography, views supporting violence against 

women were acceptable by men who viewed women as sex objects (Wright & Tokunaga, 2015). 

Wright & Tokunaga emphasized an occurrence of dehumanization that takes place in 

objectifying media where the female is portrayed as a sexual instrument used for male pleasure.  

Emotional Detachment 

Detachment is the conviction of being separate from the world that results in an altered 

state of consciousness (Lightstone, 2007; Holmes et al., 2005). Likewise, decentering involves 

the ability to decenter from one’s own perspective and ‘see’ the perspective of another. This 

often includes anticipating another’s thoughts, feelings and actions, which can be a useful 

relationship skill, and means of anticipating relational outcomes. In violent spouses, immature 

decentering processes may be held responsible for incompetence in relational problem-solving 

skills. Understandably so, violent offenders often fail to decenter, as their violent actions are 

sometimes used as a means for controlling the behavior of their victims (Jenkins et al., 2015).  
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Moral Reasoning 

Moral reasoning as it relates to behavior was a topic in cognitive-developmental theory 

explored by Piaget (1932) and Kohlberg (1969, 1984). The theory assumed an active construct of 

moral judgment that was mainly influenced by social experience (Palmer, 2003). The structure of 

the moral reasoning rather than the presence of it, was the central focus with consideration for 

constructs such as ‘theory of mind’ (Palmer, 2003). Theory of mind is the basic concept that 

others may have thoughts, feelings and beliefs that vary from our own (Palmer, 2003; Gopnik & 

Meltzoff, 1997). ‘Theory of mind’ may facilitate an individual in considering another’s 

perspective, and thus encourage them to judge their own behavior as moral or not on the basis of 

how another was impacted.  

Moral reasoning may also be a factor in determining the emotional detachment level of 

a(n) aggressive perpetrator. Detachment is the perception of being free emotionally, that results 

in lack of association with particular people, problems or situations (American Psychological 

Association [APA], 2019). Numerous psychology studies such as Blasi (1980) have shown that 

often, moral reasoning is a determining factor into why and if an offense is committed. Even in 

the case of adolescents, those who considered aggressive behavior as more morally acceptable 

than others, have a higher tendency to repeat aggressive behaviors themselves (Paciello et al., 

2008). However, moral reasoning may not always be enough to prevent personal violations. 

Research finds that moral knowledge and moral behavior, are often not strongly related (Palmer, 

2003). Acquired moral standards are not a fail-safe against certain human behaviors due to 

various influences and psychosocial processes that may facilitate in excusing major and minor 

violations (Caprara & Capanna, 2005).  



   19 

In a similar manner, moral disengagement allows someone with personal standards to 

deactivate self-sanctions or to avoid any self-evaluative reactions; thus, permitting detrimental 

conduct while keeping their personal moral standards intact (Paciello et al., 2008). A critical 

aspect in the ability of an offender to morally disengage, was their ability to displace or diffuse 

‘personal responsibility’ for their offensive behavior (Paciello et al., 2008).  In other studies 

(Fisher & Exline, 2006), dispositional egotism was correlated with the absence of remorse and 

the tendency to avoid accepting high levels of personal responsibility. Likewise, the more severe 

offenses have a greater propensity to lead to repentance due to the higher levels of remorse 

experienced. (Fisher & Exline, 2006). 

But one may question if greater severity of offense always leads to remorse. As seen in 

the military with soldier(s) behavior; where personal accountability is largely deflected due to 

the chain of command in charge and the presence of a group setting (Mcalister, Bandura, & 

Owen, 2006). As Caprara and Capanna (2005) noted, in a setting in which the understanding is 

that everyone is responsible, the more likely outcome will be that no one will feel personally 

responsible. In keeping with this thought, oftentimes an individual may require the ability to 

assess their own behavior as being free from external forces before they can assume personal 

responsibility for the offensive act (Dolinski, Gromski, & Szmajke, 1988). Consequently, 

situational factors are often cited for justification of horrendous violent acts (Gibson, 

Blenkinsopp, Johnstone, & Marshall, 2018).  

Situational Specificity 

Another factor possibly responsible for emotional detachment may be situational 

specificity. Sometimes, a situation occurs in which it provokes a person to act in a manner largely 

outside of their typical behavior. Perhaps more interesting is that under certain circumstances 
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there is a universal human nature to engage in cruel acts ingrained in humanity such as 

experienced in the Milgram (1974) and Stanford study (Nell, 2006). Stanley Milgram a social 

psychologist influenced by the events of the holocaust wanted to explore if every day ordinary 

people were capable of conducting cruel acts in a given situation. In the study, several 

participants took actions they believed were physically harming a person to an extreme degree. 

Participants showed physical signs of great distress including sweating profusely and seizing 

during the experiment, yet reported they continued in the study, harming the subject, because 

they were obeying the researchers’ orders (Gibson et al., 2018). Similarly, youth have been 

found to report their reasons for engaging in physical aggression was at times peer influenced 

(Putniņš, 2010). One may conclude that for more severe types of aggression, there is a greater 

tendency to separate oneself from the aggressive act.  

A. Significance of Time Lapse 

In a study conducted by Fisher & Exline (2006), individuals required longer amounts of 

time to pass before they were able to reduce the amount of remorse felt for a serious offense. 

Studies of ‘self-forgiveness’ in interpersonal transgressions indicate a tendency of the 

transgressor to alternate between feelings of self-acceptance and self-loathing; however, overall, 

self-forgiveness abilities mature and grow over time, even for mild violations, as seen in the 

process of interpersonal forgiveness (Hall & Fincham, 2008). Alternatively, a study by 

McCullough, Fincham and Tsang (2003) considered the significance of time elapsed since the 

aggression occurred from the victim’s perspective and found:  

“...it is essential to note that although avoidance and revenge decreased 

significantly over time, whereas benevolence did not increase significantly 

over time, the rate of change over time in the positive variables was not 
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significantly different from the rate of change over time in the negative 

variables. Thus, these results should be considered preliminary and subject to 

further confirmation” (p.554).  

B. Perceived severity of the aggressive act 

As previously discussed, occasionally the perceived severity of the aggressive act can 

vary depending on the aggressor and other various factors. More severe forms of aggression lead 

to more severe forms of injury for the victim; for this reason, perpetrators may seek to avoid 

making similar mistakes in the future, thereby influencing the process of forgiveness 

(McCullough et al., 2003).  

 In a study by Loeber and Hay (1997), aggression severity was shown to increase gradually 

corresponding with age but eventually stabilizing around adulthood. Aggression that led to death 

or injury was deemed as the more severe form of aggression, and was often linked to a person’s 

age, strength and use of weapons (Loeber & Hay, 1997; Berkowitz 1994, Reiss & Roth 1993). 

The interest of this study is in gaining the perspective of the aggressor. The factors that influence 

an aggressor to consider a behavior as more severe over others, is also of interest. As noted 

earlier, in many cases, the closer the relationship the aggressor has with the victim, the greater 

degree of remorse they experience, thus in turn often leading to repentance (Fisher & Exline, 

2006). 

C. The type of aggressive act 

Loeber and Hay (1997) argued that aggression is an at large term that encompasses 

various different manifestations which tend to be intercorrelated to different degrees. In a study 

by McCullough et al., (2003) observing 73 students, the following types of aggression were 

observed: 
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“...betrayal of a confidence or painful insults (25%), termination of a romantic 

relationship (16%), serious arguments or fights with a romantic partner (16%), 

rejection by a friend or termination of a friendship (16%), infidelity in a 

romantic relationship (10%), physical assault or abuse (5%), neglect or insult 

by a parent (4%), rejection or insult by a sibling (4%), and an insult by an 

employer (1%)” (p.545). 

Types of aggression may also include reactive aggression, which may be manifested as physical 

aggression as a result of being provoked, or instrumental aggression, which is more motivated 

by obtaining some sort of personal reward (Reeder, Kumar, Hesson-McInnis & Trafimow, 

2002). Signs of aggression are manifested as early as infancy by showing frustration and rage 

through facial expressions beginning around three months of age (Loeber & Hay, 1997; Izard et 

al., 1995). In previous studies, adolescents who were violent had a greater tendency to continue 

aggressive and violent behaviors, often leading to partner abuse along with other violent 

conventions (Loeber & Hay ,1997; Farrington 1978, 1994; Magnusson et al., 1983; Pulkkinen 

1983). 

Descriptive Statistics from previous literature 
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Figure 1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate associations among study variables (N = 410). 

Reprinted from “Perpetrators’ reactions to perceived interpersonal wrongdoing: The associations 
of guilt and shame with forgiving, punishing, and excusing oneself. Self and Identity, 15(6), 
p.655          

It is sometimes the case that the concept of guilt and the concept of shame overlap in 

people’s minds. But according to the study by Griffin, et al., (2016), guilt and shame are 

indirectly coordinated to a high degree. It may be logical to argue that if someone feels guilty 

about committing an act, they would also feel ashamed about committing the act. But according 

to the data, people do not treat guilt and shame as the same construct, in fact they view them very 

differently. If one feels very guilty, they do not feel a lot of shame, whereas if they do not feel 

guilty, they feel a lot of shame. Future research may decide to investigate further into the 

tendencies of those experiencing extreme levels of guilt. For example, take a murderer who 

confesses to the crime. The murderer may admit to feeling guilty but deny any feelings of shame. 

This theory fits with the data that is showing as the perceived severity level increases, so does the 

amount of guilt. However, severity and shame appear to be unrelated. This poses the theory that 

while guilt may have multiple levels associated with it, perhaps shame is binary. Perhaps either 
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one does or does not experience shame. As mentioned earlier, shame is more dependent on the 

perceived thoughts of others about ourselves. On a large scale, shame is a socially dependent 

emotion, and in some cases, no one else is around to contribute to the feeling of shame. 

Therefore, guilt may present itself more often than shame. According to the following study 

factors of time, sex and age, played no significant role in predicting guilt or shame.     

 

Figure 2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations: Individual Difference Measures. Reprinted 

from “Self-forgiveness versus excusing: The roles of remorse, effort, and acceptance of 
responsibility. Self and Identity, 5(2), p.139   

 

Persons who score high on egotism will be less prone to feeling guilt. In this case egotism 

was a dispositional variable characterized by an inflated, narcissistic view of oneself. The data 

also implies that the more well-being a person reports, the less shame they in turn have. 

Therefore, a high sense of well-being may be a buffer against negative socially influenced 

emotions. Unlike the previous study by Griffin et al., (2016), this study indicates that guilt and 
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shame are related in a positive direction. While seeking an explanation for this difference, it may 

be useful to understand how the terms were defined in each case. Fisher and Exline (2006) 

suggest that guilt is an emotion that focuses on the specific act, while shame is a more global 

negative view of oneself. The data suggests that the more guilty an offender feels, the more 

likely they are to engage in conciliatory behavior, rather it be through apologizing, seeking 

forgiveness, etc. However, the data is different for shame, indicating that people seek forgiveness 

because they feel guilt, but not because they are experiencing shame. Considering this context, 

forgiveness is sought not for the direct benefit of the other person but for the personal benefit of 

the offender.    

Method 

Participants 

One hundred currently enrolled students will be recruited from Houston Baptist 

University to take part in an online survey. The age group of participants in the study will be 

adults 18 years of age and over and will consist of both male and female English-speaking 

individuals.  

Procedure 

Prior to any handling of human subjects, the required ethical and regulatory training for 

the conduct of human subject’s research will be completed. All materials will be handled 

carefully to ensure confidentiality. Only aggregate results will be reported. Electronic informed 

consent will be gained and explained in full. All participants will be fully notified in writing of 

any risks or benefits of the research project. Informed consent documents will be given to each 

participant and recorded on file. This form will discuss any risks that may pose harm, as well as 
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the voluntary nature of the study, and ability to refuse continuing at any time. Informed consent 

will be written at the 8th grade level. 

Participants will also be asked about their demographic status. The scientific method will 

be used as the primary guide for conducting research. After a hypothesis and thesis are drafted, a 

supervisor will be contacted on how to progress with the research. All draft deadlines will be met 

and monitored closely by keeping a personal calendar that highlights important dates. All 

materials will be submitted in a timely manner for approval. All data gained from the project will 

be stored in a password protected electronic file. The survey will directly question participants 

regarding their behavior (past, present, or future) and their underlying attitudes, beliefs, and 

intentions. The resulting data will be used to draw inferences about the factors that influence 

behavior. The setting in which the students are recruited will be considered as well as any special 

needs of the research. The institutional, departmental, and ethical policies and guidelines that 

govern the use of participants will also be considered. All materials gained from persons not 

fitting that category will be carefully discarded from the study. Research will be conducted in 

accordance with the approved protocol. Participants will be notified that all participation is 

completely voluntary, and all information obtained will be held confidential. Characteristics of 

people who volunteer for research will also be considered. Lastly, all materials, human subjects, 

supervisors, and deadlines will be addressed at all times in a professional manner throughout the 

completion of this project. 

Measures 

Similar to the study conducted by Riek (2010): An online survey will be administered 

asking participants to give a detailed narrative of an interpersonal incident involving an 

aggressive action. A requirement of the incident will also be that the perpetrator feels at least 
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partially responsible for the incident. The narrative will then be coded by the researcher on the 

basis of the offense (e.g. Verbal aggression, pushing/shoving, slapping, punching/hitting, 

stabbing, shooting, killing), as well as relationship to the victim (e.g. sibling, stranger, parent, 

friend, romantic partner). Time elapsed since the incident occurred will also be asked and broken 

into different categories and recorded (e.g. within the past week, past month, 6 months, past year, 

or more than one year). Demographic information as to whether the perpetrator was male, or 

female will also be collected. A three item scale on ‘Perceived Transgression Severity’ will also 

be administered; asking how the transgressors behavior affected their relationship with the 

victim, themselves, and the victim themselves; each item will be rated on a 7–point Likert–type 

scale (1 = very positively,7= very negatively), such that higher scores reflected more severe 

transgressions (Hall & Fincham, 2008). The Guilt and Shame Proneness Scale (Cohen, Wolf, 

Panter, & Insko, 2011) will also be used and contains 16 items rated on a 7-point Likert-type 

scale ranging from 1 (very unlikely). It measures for conciliatory behavior from the perpetrator 

to repair the perceived damage, as well as their propensity to experience guilt and/or shame. The 

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, and Tellegen, 1988) will ask 

participants to indicate to what extent they felt each of the 20 items (terms) based on various 

time instructions on a 5-point scale (1= very slightly, 5 = extremely). This scale will be 

administered twice during the survey. Once to check for how the perpetrator felt previously, and 

again to check for how the perpetrator feels in the present moment.  

Variables 

In the proposed study the independent variables to be measured are the time since the 

aggression occurred, the perceived severity of the aggression, and the type of aggression that 

occurred. The dependent variable would be the measure of guilt and affect of the perpetrator.   
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Hypothesis 

1. The time elapsed since the aggressive act occurred is positively correlated with 

the tendency of affect in the perpetrator. 

2. The time elapsed since the aggressive act occurred is positively correlated with 

the tendency of guilt in the perpetrator. 

3. The perceived severity of the aggressive act is positively correlated with the 

tendency of affect in the perpetrator. 

4. The perceived severity of the aggressive act is positively correlated with the 

tendency of guilt in the perpetrator. 

5. The type of aggressive act engaged in is positively correlated with the tendency of 

affect in the perpetrator. 

6. The type of aggressive act engaged in positively correlates with the tendency of 

guilt in the perpetrator.  

Limitations 

Limitations for the proposed study are as follows: The demographic population studied 

will be diverse in terms of race and ethnicity, but similar in terms of cultural identity (e.g. college 

students). College students generally tend to fall in a young adult age range and may thus have 

less life experiences or responses atypical to that of an older population. Generally speaking, 

self-knowledge may be limited in practice, and thus mental processing may be misunderstood 

and/or invalid (Putniņš, 2010). Additionally, reasons for offending may not fall under the noted 

categories or may do so very loosely. Lastly, students attending Houston Baptist University may 

be of a religious background, particularly Christian or Baptist, and may foster particular moral 

virtues that may influence their behavior and beliefs. 
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Discussion 

The purpose of this research was to examine various factors that may influence a 

perpetrator in experiencing guilt and or shame and thus seek or deny conciliatory behaviors in 

the hopes of in the future predicting and preventing aggressive offenses. Researchers sought to 

identify if the time elapsed since the incident occurred, the perceived severity of the offense, or 

the type of aggressive act were significant factors in predicting certain behaviors. Due to the 

Covid-19 pandemic the researcher was unable to administer the proposed study. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Future research may investigate the possibility of the aggressor’s views about their future to see 

how it affects the actions and beliefs of the aggressor in reference to their victims. Researchers 

may test for correlations between optimistic and pessimistic views and conciliatory behavior of 

the offender, as well as measures of guilt and affect. As mentioned previously, narcissistic 

personality tendencies seem to stand as outliers in the general population and therefore may skew 

results in a typical study because of their general unwillingness to apologize (Leunissen et al., 

2017). For this reason, future studies may wish to account for the personality trait of narcissism 

to avoid confound variables. As noted earlier, the variable of shame encumbers an individual 

with a diminished self-view (Leith & Baumeister, 1998). Future research may test to see if repeat 

offenders are less motivated to engage in conciliatory behavior due to exposure with shame. 

Finally, individuals who self-identify themselves with a religious background may personify 

characteristics of the entity in question, thereby differentiating themselves from the norm. For 

this reason, it is recommended future studies consider the religious beliefs and preferences of the 

population being studied when considering their demographic background.  
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  Proposing a treatment plan  

As noted earlier, by understanding underlying motivations, as well as root causes and 

correlations for offending, care-providers can be better equipped to implement a treatment plan. 

A preventative factor to consider may be the upbringing of the individual to begin with. As noted 

in an article by Levy and Orlans (1999):  

A child’s core beliefs or ‘internal working model’ is defined, to a large extent, by 

the nature of his or her primary attachments. A securely attached child believes: “I 

am good, wanted, worthwhile and lovable; caregivers are sensitive, caring and 

trustworthy; my life is basically safe and worth living.” An attachment disordered 

child believes: “I am bad, unwanted, worthless and unlovable; caregivers are 

insensitive, threatening and untrustworthy; my life is basically unsafe and not 

worth living.” These latter core beliefs promote a sense of alienation from family 

and society, a need to control others and protect oneself at all times, and angry, 

vindictive and violent behaviors (p.21). 

Post-aggressive behavior treatment planning may still look similar, by thus providing the 

individual with a safe environment from which to assess their actions and the consequences of 

them. Fisher and Exline (2006) proposed an intervention that involved an environment that 

affirmed the individual's value, so they could subsequently be encouraged towards accepting 

personal responsibility and remorse for their aggressive act. The idea was that through providing 

safety, the individual would be discouraged from falling into shame or defensiveness. Nell 

(2006) agreed stating that an environment free of shame would be needed to facilitate an 

atmosphere where the perpetrator felt comfortable admitting their actions and disclosing their 

motives. Likewise, schools should implement programs that encourage children to display 
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empathy and care-based moral thought towards peers (Skoe, 2010). Enright (1996) added a 

similar admonishment, that appropriate helping professionals should teach offenders the 

necessity of gaining forgiveness from the victim as a moral concept. Thus, the helping 

professional should be thoroughly aware of the dynamics involved in receiving and giving 

forgiveness. Some intervention styles have focused largely on moral reasoning and can be 

categorized into two groups: macro interventions and micro interventions (Palmer, 2003). Palmer  

mentioned that while the later style is more concerned with a group setting in which cognitive 

distortions may be challenged and participants are encouraged to work out their moral dilemmas; 

the macro intervention style entails the arrangement of an organization or institution to 

encourage justice and democracy of its participants. Although when assessed both intervention 

styles were largely non-successful in converting moral reasoning into evident moral behavior. 

Researchers (Gibbs et al., 1995) assumed the reason for the lack of success to be mainly 

attributed to a lack of focus in other contributing factors (Palmer, 2003). Palmer suggested that a 

more effective treatment plan for moral reasoning has proven to be Aggression Replacement 

Training, (ART; Goldstein, Glick, &Gibbs, 1998) which teaches moral reasoning training along 

with skill streaming and anger control training. Intervention techniques may also need to 

consider the form of aggression being surveyed and its basic motivation. While proactive 

aggression is concerned primarily with attaining a goal, reactive aggression is more concerned 

with defending against a perceived attack (Fuentes et al., 2016). Lastly, a significant factor of 

aggression may be found in the religious background of the aggressor to determine if their 

identification with a religion or spiritual being influences their behavior. The practice of 

Christianity involves reverence for the text of scripture which clearly states that God hates 
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violence1, and verbal abuse is not permissive (Ps.11:5; 1 Cor.5:11). It can be argued that the self-

identification with an unseen being, such as God, requires a specific internal belief. In the case of 

Christianity, the belief that God is one’s authority figure who requires one to abstain from 

violence and aggression for selfish ambitions or ego preservation may lead to shame or remorse 

for engaging in such behavior. As stated earlier, previous literature shows that behaviors 

resulting in shame or remorse are more prone to lead to repentance. In Christianity the practice 

of repentance may act as a deterrence for future offenses. Scripture also admonishes believers to 

conform to the image of Christ (Rom 8:29). Associating oneself as the image of Christ will 

prevent one from engaging in the moral disengagement previously discussed that allows for one 

to commit detrimental conduct without accepting any personal responsibility. There also would 

be no merit for dispositional egotism which is found to be correlated with absence of remorse. 

Therefore, one could argue that the practice of Christianity is a defense against aggressive or 

violent conduct. Future studies may seek to explore the religious background of aggressors to 

determine correlations between moral virtues and empathetic behavior. 

   

 

 

     

 

  

                                                 
1 In the bible, God is presented with different characteristics in the old and new testament. For instance, the 

story of Moses portrays God acting in a righteously violent manner. 
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