
International Perspectives in Psychology:
Research, Practice, Consultation
Traumatic Stress Symptoms, Forgiveness, and Meaning in
Life in Four Traumatized Regions of the World
Loren L. Toussaint, Ani Kalayjian, Kaley Herman, Alexandra Hein, Njabulo Maseko, and Daria
Diakonova-Curtis

Online First Publication, September 29, 2016. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/ipp0000064

CITATION

Toussaint, L. L., Kalayjian, A., Herman, K., Hein, A., Maseko, N., & Diakonova-Curtis, D. (2016,
September 29). Traumatic Stress Symptoms, Forgiveness, and Meaning in Life in Four
Traumatized Regions of the World. International Perspectives in Psychology: Research, Practice,
Consultation. Advance online publication. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/ipp0000064 



Traumatic Stress Symptoms, Forgiveness, and Meaning in Life in
Four Traumatized Regions of the World

Loren L. Toussaint
Luther College

Ani Kalayjian
Columbia University and Meaningfulworld,

Association for Trauma Outreach and Prevention,
Cliffside Park, New Jersey

Kaley Herman, Alexandra Hein,
and Njabulo Maseko

Luther College

Daria Diakonova-Curtis
St. Petersburg State University

The present study examined self-reported levels of traumatic stress symptoms,
forgiveness, and meaning in life in residents of regions experiencing ongoing
violence (Middle East), recent past violence (Africa), distant past violence and
disaster (Caucasus), and recent natural disaster (Caribbean). The sample included
900 individuals from Africa (Kenya n � 149; Burundi n � 104; Rwanda n � 57),
the Middle East (Israel n � 34; Jordan n � 22; Palestine n � 220), the Caucasus
(Armenia n � 109), and the Caribbean (Haiti n � 205). Analyses of covariance
controlling for demographic factors revealed significant regional differences. Vio-
lent ongoing trauma in the Middle East and recent violent trauma in African
countries were associated with higher traumatic stress symptoms than in the
Caribbean where trauma was nonviolent and in the Caucasus region where trauma
was quite distant. Forgiveness levels were lowest among participants in the Middle
East and highest in Africa. Meaning in life was also lowest in the Middle East.
There is wide diversity in the sociocultural traumatic events and calamities that
befall societies; those events have unique impacts on survivors’ levels of traumatic
stress symptoms, forgiveness, and meaning in life. Counselors, clergy, aid-workers,
and policymakers should be apprised of the range of sociocultural traumatic
experiences and associated differential outcomes.
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The present study examines levels of trau-
matic stress symptoms, forgiveness, and mean-
ing in life in residents of regions experiencing

ongoing violence (Middle East), recent past vi-
olence (Africa), distant past violence and disas-
ter (Caucasus), and recent natural disaster (Ca-
ribbean). These regions were specifically
chosen to demonstrate the contrasting charac-
teristics of the sociocultural traumas they have
endured. The African countries of Burundi,
Rwanda, and Kenya have all experienced recent
social conflict and ethnic cleansing in the last
two decades (Smart, 2013). Armenian people
make up the Caucasus sample and Armenia has
a distant history of a century-old, traumatic Ot-
toman Turkish genocide 1895–1923 and a dev-
astating earthquake of 1988 (Abrahamyan &
Hayrapetyan, 2013; Kalayjian, Shahinian, Ger-
gerian, & Saraydarian, 1996). The Caribbean
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sample is comprised of Haitians who recently
experienced a devastating earthquake in 2010
(Haiti Earthquake, 2015). Middle Eastern coun-
tries have been embroiled in conflicts over na-
tional boundaries for decades on end (Laqueur
& Rubin, 2008). These distinctly different types
of societal events have wrought trauma and
presented challenges to forgiveness and mean-
ing making in residents of these areas. The
purpose of the present study is to examine how
different sociocultural traumatic experiences,
both past and present, relate to traumatic stress
symptoms, forgiveness, and meaning-making.

Sociocultural Trauma

Sociocultural traumas are those events or sit-
uations that threaten the existence or core be-
liefs of a society or culture (Alexander, Eyer-
man, Giesen, Smelser, & Sztompka, 2004). As
compared with traumas that occur to a single
individual (e.g., assault), sociocultural traumas
are typically massive in scale and affect large
proportions of a society’s population and often
threaten the very fabric of community life (Al-
exander et al., 2004). Importantly, not every
citizen has to be directly exposed to a traumatic
event to be negatively affected and show trauma
symptoms (Kleber, Figley, & Gersons, 2013;
Volkan, 2000). In sum, the individual’s experi-
ence of a specific, personal traumatic event is of
less interest than the experience of the sociocul-
tural event. As such, individual-level trauma
was not assessed.

National and regional traumatic events around
the globe have spurred the investigation of the
relationship between traumatic experiences, trau-
matic stress symptoms, and posttraumatic stress
disorder (PTSD). Different sociocultural trau-
matic experiences have implications for the in-
tensity and longevity of traumatic stress symp-
toms and PTSD. For instance, children who
have experienced violent traumas are signifi-
cantly more likely to have long-term traumatic
stress symptoms and higher rates of anxiety and
depression than those who have experienced a
natural disaster (Kumar & Fonagy, 2013). As
another example, consider that Haiti experi-
enced a 7.0 magnitude earthquake that devas-
tated the small island (Haiti Earthquake, 2015)
while Rwanda, Burundi, and Kenya have all
experienced genocides in the last 8–22 years
(Smart, 2013). Research has shown that follow-

ing the Haitian earthquake about 25% of indi-
viduals suffered from PTSD (Cerdá et al.,
2013). In contrast, following the Rwandan
genocide, between 52% and 62% of participants
met criteria for probable PTSD (Neugebauer et
al., 2009).

Additional evidence of the particular potency
of violent trauma in eliciting PTSD is seen in
areas where repeated terrorist attacks continue
over a long period of time (Karaırmak &
Güloğlu, 2014). Perhaps one of the best exam-
ples of this is in the Middle East where three
different political regimes in the West Bank,
Israel, and Gaza Strip continue decades of in-
tractable conflict. Estimates suggest that be-
tween 23% and 70% of Palestinians in the Mid-
dle East have probable PTSD (Dimitry, 2012).
The aftereffects of sociocultural traumatic
events can also be long-lasting as 36% of a
sample of descendants of Armenian refugees
suffered from PTSD relating to the Ottoman
Turkish Genocide of Armenians from 1914–
1923 (Kalayjian et al., 1996). A consistent
theme runs through this literature suggesting
that traumatic stress symptomology and PTSD
vary according to different kinds of sociocul-
tural traumatic experiences. Violent, continu-
ing, and chronic trauma are features that are
associated with increases in traumatic stress
symptoms and PTSD.

Forgiveness

Forgiveness is a multidimensional con-
struct that involves giving up motivations for
revenge, feelings of resentment, and hostility
toward an offending person, group, or experi-
ence (Thompson et al., 2005; Worthington,
2006). Forgiveness can be considered both a
state and trait, but trait forgiveness is thought to
be of considerable importance because it influ-
ences the likelihood of forgiving across time
and situations and is consistently linked to
health (Toussaint, Worthington, & Williams,
2015).

Individuals with high trait forgiveness are
more likely to forgive irrespective of the adver-
sity they face (Thompson et al., 2005; Wor-
thington et al., 2015). However, like most per-
sonality traits, forgiveness dispositions are
expressed differentially across situations (Ban-
dura, 1978). For instance, many sociocultural
traumas involve intergroup violence (Neuberg
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et al., 2014; Vollhardt, Mazur, & Lemahieu,
2014), and intergroup violence may be espe-
cially difficult to forgive (McLernon, Cairns,
Hewstone, & Smith, 2004). Continuing conflict
and lack of positive contact with former offend-
ers may make forgiveness under these circum-
stances even more difficult because this does
not facilitate reduction of negative feelings or
safety needs being met (Ajdukovic & Biruski,
2008; Van Tongeren, Burnette, O’Boyle, Wor-
thington, & Forsyth, 2013). Even the most for-
giving person may find it difficult to forgive in
these circumstances.

In contrast, consider the situational factors
influencing forgiveness in the context of a nat-
ural disaster. These events typically have fewer
salient individuals to blame and there is less
perceived control over the situation (Norris &
McFarlane, 2006). Nevertheless, anger and for-
giveness remain highly relevant in a natural
disaster (Kalayjian, 1995). For example, forgiv-
ing forecasters for lack of warning, neighbors
for lack of support, and aid-workers, and per-
haps even the international community, for in-
adequate, slow, or misdirected response. But,
these individuals are not to blame for and had
no control over the disaster and these situational
characteristics may interfere less with forgive-
ness as compared with disasters that result from
conflict and violence.

An additional factor in considering socio-
cultural trauma and forgiveness regards soci-
etal values. In a meta-analysis of various pre-
dictors of forgiveness across 13 countries,
forgiveness was higher in societies that were
focused on postmaterialistic values such as
altruism, morality, and community as com-
pared with societies focused on economic and
safety needs (Hanke & Fischer, 2013). When
basic safety and security needs are not being
met in a society, it interferes with postmate-
rialistic motivators of forgiveness. In the case
of both natural and man-made disasters, basic
needs are often not being met and this too
may hinder forgiveness.

In sum, individuals with stronger dispositions
to forgive do so across time and situations.
However, some situations are easier to forgive
than others and levels of forgiveness may reflect
these social determinants. Situations involving
conflict and violence are likely more difficult to
forgive and add to this that often in disasters

basic needs are not being met and this may
interfere with the forgiveness process.

Meaning-Making

A meaningful life is one that makes sense, is
directed and motivated by goals, and matters in
the world (George & Park, 2016). One can feel a
presence of meaning in life, or one may persis-
tently search for it (Steger, Frazier, Oishi, &
Kaler, 2006). Violence often leaves victims with
disruptions of core beliefs and little sense of
meaning in life (Triplett, Tedeschi, Cann, Cal-
houn, & Reeve, 2012). Research shows that on
both the individual and group level, making sense
of trauma comes more swiftly and fully to those
who have experienced fewer or less frequent trau-
matic events as compared to those who have ex-
perienced more (Dorahy et al., 2009; Woo &
Brown, 2013). In cases of ongoing trauma, such as
the Middle East (Dimitry, 2012), complex trauma
can often be the outcome. Complex trauma is
characterized by chronic exposure to various trau-
matic events and causes difficulties with meaning-
making, as well as, emotion regulation, attention,
self-perception, and interpersonal relationships
(Woo & Brown, 2013). In summary, several fea-
tures of traumatic experiences—violence, fre-
quency, chronicity—impact the process of mean-
ing-making.

Present Study

The present study examined traumatic stress
symptoms, forgiveness, and meaning in life in
residents of regions experiencing ongoing vio-
lence (Middle East), recent past violence (Africa),
distant past violence and disaster (Caucasus), and
recent natural disaster (Caribbean). Reviewing the
above literature on sociocultural trauma led to the
hypothesis that violent and recent trauma would
be associated with intensified traumatic stress
symptoms. Hence, it was expected that individuals
from African and Middle Eastern regions would
show higher levels of traumatic stress symptoms
as compared to those from Caribbean and Cauca-
sus regions. Based on the forgiveness theory and
research reviewed above, it was expected that
recent, violent conflict would be associated with
decreased dispositional proclivities toward for-
giveness. Given the ongoing conflict between
neighboring countries in the Middle East, it was
expected that individuals in this area would show
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the lowest levels of forgiveness. African partici-
pants in the present study have also recently ex-
perienced sociocultural traumas and consequently
it was expected that these individuals would also
show low levels of dispositional forgiveness. Be-
cause the Caucasus participants have experienced
distant violence (i.e., genocide 1914–1923) and
natural trauma (i.e., 1988 earthquake) and the Ca-
ribbean participants have experienced a more re-
cent but natural trauma (i.e., 2010 earthquake), it
was expected that they would experience higher
levels of forgiveness. Because previous research
has identified chronic, violent trauma as a partic-
ularly potent disruptor of meaning-making, it was
predicted that individuals in the Middle East
would show lower levels of meaning as compared
to individuals from other areas. Relatedly, it was
expected that the search for meaning would be
higher in individuals from the Middle East as
compared with other regions.

Method

Participants

Participants were 900 individuals living in
four distinct regions of the world. The African
region contains individuals living in Kenya

(n � 149), Burundi (n � 104), and Rwanda
(n � 57). The Middle East region contains
individuals living in Israel (n � 34), Jordan
(n � 22), and Palestine (n � 220). Caribbean
participants were from Haiti (n � 205) and
Caucasian participants were from Armenia (n �
109). Although current violence continues at
Armenian borders with Azerbaijan due to the
enclave Karabakh, participants were drawn
from nonborder areas where current violent ac-
tivity is relatively low. In each region local
collaborators who were involved in nongovern-
mental organizations such as hospitals,
churches, and community centers recruited par-
ticipants by making announcements in classes
and meetings, distributing flyers, and inviting
community members to participate. Institutional
ethics and local organizational approval was
obtained prior to data collection and all partic-
ipants provided informed consent prior to par-
ticipation.

Average age of the total sample was 27 years
(SD � 10, Range � 18–75, Mdn � 23). The
total sample was mostly female, nonmarried,
Christian, current college students. Individuals
from the four regions differed on all demo-
graphic variables (see Table 1). Caucasus and

Table 1
Total Sample and Group Demographic Characteristics

Variable
Total sample Africa Caucasus Caribbean Middle East

Statistical testa Effect sizeb(N � 900) (n � 310) (n � 109) (n � 205) (n � 276)

Age 27 (10) 25 (8) 30 (11) 31 (10) 25 (9) 23.96��� .09
Gender

Male 300 (36%) 152 (49%) 12 (11%) 79 (39%) 57 (25%) 65.40��� .28
Female 542 (64%) 156 (51%) 97 (89%) 122 (61%) 167 (75%)

Marital status 32.63��� .20
Married 139 (17%) 27 (9%) 33 (30%) 31 (15%) 48 (22%)
Not married 694 (83%) 278 (91%) 76 (70%) 170 (85%) 170 (78%)

Religion 411.18��� .48
Christian 582 (65%) 296 (96%) 107 (98%) 98 (48%) 81 (29%)
Muslim 298 (33%) 12 (4%) 2 (2%) 89 (44%) 195 (71%)
No religion 19 (2%) 2 (1%) 0 (0%) 17 (8%) 0 (0%)

Education 654.51��� .52
� High school 201 (25%) 25 (9%) 0 (0%) 171 (91%) 5 (2%)
High school degree 69 (9%) 52 (17%) 1 (1%) 8 (4%) 8 (4%)
College student 524 (64%) 225 (74%) 104 (95%) 6 (3%) 189 (88%)
Employed 21 (3%) 1 (1%) 4 (4%) 2 (1%) 14 (7%)

Note. Age values are means (standard deviations). Percentages are within regions. Some region percentages do not sum
to 100% due to rounding.
a Statistical test for age is the F-test, for all others it is chi-square. b Effect size for age is eta-squared, for all others it is
Cramer’s V.
��� p � .001.
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Caribbean participants were about 5 to 6 years
older than African and Middle Eastern partici-
pants. African and Caribbean participants were
more male than Middle Eastern and Caucasus
participants. More Caucasus and Middle East-
ern participants were married compared to Ca-
ribbean and African participants. Fewer Carib-
bean and Middle Eastern participants were
Christian compared with Caucasus and African
participants. Conversely, more Caribbean and
Middle Eastern participants were Muslim com-
pared with Caucasus and African participants.
Caribbean participants were less educated com-
pared with the other regions.

Measures

Because of the difficult conditions and time
constraints under which our measures were ad-
ministered, the briefest yet most reliable and
valid measures were required. All measures are
suited for use in international research (Fetzer
Institute, 1999; Mollica, McDonald, Massagli,
& Silove, 2004; Steger, 2016), but each re-
quired translation for use with these specific
samples. The procedures outlined by Brislin
(1986) were used for the translation of our mea-
sures, and the recommendations of Sousa and
Rojjanasrirat (2011) regarding choice of trans-
lators was also followed. This procedure in-
cluded: (a) translation of the English items from
each measure to the necessary target language
of each different sample by translators whose
native language was the target language; (b)
blind backward translation from the target lan-
guage to English by translators whose native
language was English; (c) comparison of the
original, translated, and back-translated mea-
sures; (d) fielding a small pilot study (n �
10–15/translation); and (e) conversation about
discrepancies and resolution thereof by transla-
tors with input from pilot participants. Measures
were administered in a group setting with re-
search assistants and local interpreters available
to provide thorough instructions and help with
any questions or comprehension issues. Esti-
mates of internal reliability are provided for
each measure.

Traumatic stress symptoms. Intensity of
traumatic stress symptoms was measured using
the Harvard Trauma Questionnaire (Mollica,
McDonald, Massagli, & Silove, 2004). Part 4 of
the Harvard Trauma Questionnaire consists of

16 traumatic stress symptoms derived from
DSM–IV criteria. Participants respond to each
question on a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 � not
at all; 4 � extremely). Example symptoms in-
clude: (a) “difficulty concentrating;” (b) “feel-
ing jumpy, easily startled;” and (c) “trouble
sleeping.” The psychometric properties of the
Harvard Trauma Questionnaire have been eval-
uated numerous times and over 35 translations
now exist (Harvard Program in Refugee
Trauma, 2016). For the present study it was
necessary to translate the measure into Swahili,
Kreyole, and Armenian for use in Africa, Haiti,
and Armenia, respectively. Validated English
and Arabic language versions already exist (De
Fouchier et al., 2012; Mollica et al., 2004;
Kleijn, Hovens, & Rodenburg, 2001). English
translations were used for some participants in
Kenya and all participants in Israel. Arabic
translations were used in Jordan and Palestine.
Internal consistency in the present study was
� � .85.

Forgiveness. Forgiveness was measured
using the three-item forgiveness subscale of the
Brief Multidimensional Measure of Religious-
ness/Spirituality (Fetzer Institute, 1999). An ex-
ample item is “I have forgiven those who hurt
me.” Participants responded to the items on a
4-point Likert-type scale (1 � never; 4 � al-
ways or almost always). The forgiveness scale
has shown construct validity, test–retest reli-
ability, and internal consistency in American
samples (Fetzer Institute, 1999; Masters et al.,
2009). The Brief Multidimensional Measure of
Religiousness/Spirituality has also been validated
in Brazil, India, Ireland, and Italy (Bodling,
Heneghan, Walsh, Yoon, & Johnstone, 2013; Ca-
panna, Stratta, Collazzoni, & Rossi, 2013; Curcio,
Lucchetti, & Moreira-Almeida, 2015; Johnstone,
Bhushan, Hanks, Yoon, & Cohen, 2016). For the
present study it was necessary to translate the
measure into Swahili, Kreyole, Armenian, and
Arabic for use in Africa, Haiti, Armenia, and
Jordan and Palestine, respectively. English ver-
sions were used for some participants in Kenya
and all participants in Israel. Internal consistency
in the present study was � � .74.

Meaning in life. Meaning in life was mea-
sured using the Meaning in Life Questionnaire
(Steger et al., 2006). The Meaning in Life Ques-
tionnaire is a 10-item self-report scale designed
to assess presence of and search for meaning in
life. Participants responded on a 7-point Likert-

5TRAUMATIC STRESS, FORGIVENESS, AND MEANING

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.



type scale (1 � absolutely untrue; 7 � abso-
lutely true). An example of a presence of mean-
ing item is “I have discovered a satisfying life
purpose.” An example of a search for meaning
item is “I am searching for meaning in my life.”
The Meaning in Life Questionnaire has shown
convergent and discriminant validity, internal
consistency, temporal stability, and stable factor
structure in American samples (Steger, Frazier,
Oishi, & Kaler, 2006). The Meaning in Life
Questionnaire has been validated in numerous
cultures and translated into at least 33 different
languages (Michael Steger, 2016). For the pres-
ent study, it was necessary to translate the mea-
sure into Swahili, Kreyole, Armenian, and Ar-
abic for use in Africa, Haiti, Armenia, and
Jordan and Palestine, respectively. English ver-
sions were used for some participants in Kenya
and all participants in Israel. Internal consis-
tency in the present study was � � .70 and � �
.80 for the presence of and the search for mean-
ing, respectively.

Procedure

Meaningful World (identity redacted for
blind review) is a nonprofit humanitarian group
whose mission is to foster a meaningful, peace-
ful, and just world that allows every individual
to enjoy physical, mental, social, and spiritual
health. Through research and education Mean-
ingful World works to identify problems and
find solutions to trauma. Participants arrived at
the research and education workshops offered
by Meaningful World in their area and provided
informed consent. Questionnaires were com-
pleted before the education phase of the work-
shop began. The workshop included group heal-
ing through expression of feelings, empathy,
discussion of lessons learned, empowerment
through education, and reestablishing connec-
tion to Mother Earth. Workshops concluded
with chakra balancing body movements, deep

diaphragmatic breathing, affirmations, and
meditation.

Analyses

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correla-
tions were computed. Data were analyzed using
standard analysis of covariance techniques. Be-
cause of differences across the groups in age,
sex, marital status, religion, and education,
these variables were controlled in all analyses.
F tests are provided as omnibus tests of group
differences, partial eta is reported as the effect
size estimate, and pairwise comparisons are
conducted on all variables with significant
group differences to identify more clearly where
differences exist. All statistical tests were eval-
uated at an alpha level of p � .05.

Results

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correla-
tions for the total sample are provided in Table
2. Presence of meaning was inversely associ-
ated and search for meaning was positively as-
sociated with traumatic stress symptoms. For-
giveness was positively associated with
presence of and search for meaning.

One way analyses of covariance (ANCO-
VAs) were calculated to examine differences
between participants in African, Caucasus, Ca-
ribbean, and Middle Eastern regions in levels of
traumatic stress symptoms, forgiveness, and
presence of and search for meaning (see Table
3). Regional differences were observed for for-
giveness and presence of meaning in life, and
no covariates were significant for either of these
analyses. After controlling significant covaria-
tion due to gender, regional differences were
observed for traumatic stress symptoms. After
controlling for significant covariation due to
marital status, regional differences were ob-
served for search for meaning in life. Accord-

Table 2
Total Sample Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations

Variable Mean (SD) Traumatic stress symptoms Forgiveness Presence of meaning

Traumatic stress symptoms 1.88 (.50)
Forgiveness 3.22 (.73) �.01
Presence of meaning 5.58 (1.13) �.27��� .18���

Search for meaning 5.32 (1.47) .22��� .08� �.05

� p � .05. ��� p � .001.
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ing to the rubric offered by Cohen (1988),
effect sizes indicated that differences on trau-
matic stress symptoms were moderate in size,
differences on forgiveness were very large,
and differences on meaning variables were
more modest.

Pairwise comparisons (see Table 3) revealed
that traumatic stress symptoms in African and
Middle Eastern participants were significantly
higher than symptoms in Caucasus and Carib-
bean participants. No significant differences in
symptoms were observed between African and
Middle Eastern participants or Caucasus or Ca-
ribbean participants. Forgiveness levels were
significantly lower among Middle Eastern par-
ticipants compared with participants of all other
regions, significantly higher among African par-
ticipants compared with all other regions, and
did not differ significantly between participants
from Caucasus and Caribbean regions. Presence
of meaning was significantly lower in the Mid-
dle Eastern participants compared to all other
regions, significantly higher in Caribbean par-
ticipants compared with all other regions, and
did not differ significantly between participants
from African and Caucasus regions. Search for
meaning was significantly higher in African
participants as compared with Caucasus partic-
ipants, but no other significant differences were
observed.

Discussion

Traumatic Stress Symptoms

As hypothesized and in general agreement
with previous research (Kumar & Fonagy,
2013), individuals in this study living in regions
with ongoing and recent sociocultural trauma
appear to experience increased traumatic stress
symptoms as compared with natural disaster or

distant sociocultural trauma. These results
should be interpreted with caution. Individual
differences in the degree of sociocultural trauma
exposure and a plethora of confounding factors
(e.g., personality, social, demographic factors)
could explain these regional differences. Nev-
ertheless, it is interesting to note that Caucasus,
African, and the Middle Eastern participants
have all experienced violent trauma, yet indi-
viduals from the Caucasus region had lower
traumatic stress symptoms than those from Af-
rica and the Middle East. Similar to Karenian et
al.’s (2011) results, this might suggest that
cross-generational traumatizing effects can
gradually fade. This seems to be a plausible
explanation because Armenian participants
make up the entirety of the Caucasus sample
and Armenia’s sociocultural violent trauma is,
after all, over a century old. In short, because of
Armenia’s distant violence, limited recent con-
flict, and natural sociocultural traumas (e.g.,
1988 earthquake), our Caucasus sample showed
traumatic stress symptom levels similar to Ca-
ribbean participants and lower than African and
Middle Eastern participants.

Forgiveness

As hypothesized, Middle Eastern participants
showed lower forgiveness than participants
from any other region. Quite unexpectedly, Af-
rican participants showed higher levels of for-
giveness than participants from any other re-
gion. Caucasus and Caribbean participants did
not differ from one another. Middle Eastern
participants may have had lower levels of for-
giveness because ongoing conflict, resultant
negative emotions, and safety and security con-
cerns interfere with forgiveness (Hanke & Fi-
scher, 2013; Van Tongeren et al., 2013). There
are numerous potential contributors to negative

Table 3
Levels of Traumatic Stress Symptoms, Forgiveness, and Presence and Search for Meaning by Group

Variable

Africa Caucasus Caribbean Middle East

F �p
2

(N � 310) (N � 109) (N � 205) (N � 276)
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Traumatic stress symptoms 2.04 (.51) 1.76 (.52) 1.60 (.79) 1.98 (.57) 17.80��� .07
Forgiveness 3.60 (.62) 3.18 (.63) 3.22 (.92) 1.68 (.58) 180.09��� .49
Presence of meaning 5.60 (1.25) 5.43 (1.36) 5.97 (1.94) 4.96 (1.19) 6.23��� .03
Search for meaning 5.56 (1.72) 4.98 (1.77) 5.30 (2.58) 5.38 (1.61) 3.68�� .02

�� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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emotions and safety and security concerns. In-
frastructure is poor, poverty and refugees camps
are common, unemployment is high, and basic
goods are scarce (Dimitry, 2012). Police forces
patrol borders, restricting movement, and inter-
mittent small-scale violence continually occurs.
Meaningful World’s team experienced first-
hand an event where Israeli military bombed a
camp, forced entry, and abducted a young man.
These types of experiences may make it more
difficult for Middle Eastern participants to be as
forgiving as other regions of the world. Further-
more, these kinds of experiences may drive
concerns for safety and political needs and this
is a strong predictor of low forgiveness (Hanke
& Fischer, 2013).

Because African individuals had experienced
recent violent trauma, and few individuals have
received apologies or any form of restitution,
low levels of forgiveness were expected (Ajdu-
kovic & Biruski, 2008; McLernon, Cairns,
Hewstone, & Smith, 2004; Van Tongeren et al.,
2013). To the contrary, the very absence of any
forgiveness facilitating factors appears to drive
surprisingly high forgiveness levels. Counterin-
tuitively, because perpetrators have not directly
apologized, perhaps the only way to reach for-
giveness may be through unconditionally for-
giving—the ability to have positive forgiving
attitudes toward an offender in the absence of
positive circumstances (e.g., apology; Mukash-
ema & Mullet, 2013). Future research will
need to explore if the motivation behind
granting unconditional forgiveness is related
to one’s culture, differences in cultural con-
ceptualizations of forgiveness, or if time since
the violent trauma allows for more positive
contact, trust-building, and a reduction in
negative feelings (Tam et al., 2007; Van Ton-
geren et al., 2013).

Meaning in Life

As hypothesized, Middle Easterners in this
study had significantly lower presence of mean-
ing in life when compared with individuals from
all other regions, and this confirms previous
work (Woo et al., 2013) Trauma is disruptive to
making sense of life especially when it is con-
tinuous (Triplett et al., 2012; Woo & Brown,
2013). The conflict in the Middle East has been
ongoing since 1948, which may be why pres-
ence of meaning in life is significantly lower

than in other regions. Our Caribbean sample
showed the highest levels of presence of mean-
ing, and perhaps this is the result of the natural,
instead of violent, trauma and its one-time oc-
currence (Dimitry, 2012; Dorahy et al., 2009;
Woo & Brown, 2013). Alternatively, Caribbean
participants might have benefited from strong
social support from family, friends, faith com-
munities, and broader local and regional support
networks (Burnett & Helm, 2013; Cerdá et al.,
2013). Or perhaps one of the other key resil-
ience builders such as hardiness, self-enhance-
ment, repressive coping, or positive emotion, is
prominent in Caribbean people (Bonanno,
2008).

Unexpectedly, African, not Middle Eastern,
participants showed significantly higher
search for meaning in life when compared
with Caucasus participants. No other region
differed from another on search for meaning
in life. Africans showed both high levels of
forgiveness and search for meaning and per-
haps, as Frankl (1946/1962) suggested, for-
giveness stimulates or enables the search for
meaning. This may be especially true for re-
cent traumatic events in which attempts to
search for meaning may help reestablish pres-
ence of meaning in life again thereby facili-
tating posttraumatic growth. Indeed, forgive-
ness and meaning in life appear to be
important parts of posttraumatic growth (Lin-
ley & Joseph, 2011; Schultz, Tallman, & Alt-
maier, 2010). Conversely, searching for
meaning for extended periods of time can
ultimately increase distress and interfere with
posttraumatic growth (Linley & Joseph, 2011;
Steger et al., 2006). That Caucasus partici-
pants showed the lowest levels of search for
meaning may reflect an adaptive coping re-
sponse to more distant trauma. Interestingly,
individuals in the Middle East have the lowest
presence of meaning in life, but the search for
meaning is not significantly elevated. Appar-
ently lack of meaning is not a sufficient rea-
son to search for it. Continuing conflict in the
Middle East may also hinder search for mean-
ing (Dimitry, 2012; Triplett et al., 2012; Woo
et al., 2013). Future research should look at
how time since an event, ongoing conflict,
and type of sociocultural trauma can impact
meaning in life.
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Limitations

As with all international trauma research of
this type, the present study has some limitations.
First, a quasi-experimental design was used that
precludes causal conclusions. Second, the pres-
ent study relies on self-reports and convenience
samples. Although sociodemographic variables
were controlled and accounted for little varia-
tion in analyses, differences across regions
could still be explained by unmeasured vari-
ables (e.g., personality, economic development,
cultural factors). Likewise, larger, probability
samples from each country would allow for
country-specific comparisons to be made in-
stead of having to group some countries into
regions (i.e., Middle East, Africa). Third, de-
spite considerable evidence of the cross-cultural
validity of posttraumatic stress (Hinton & Lew-
is-Fernández, 2011), there are differences in the
definition and expression of posttraumatic stress
symptoms across cultures (Hinton & Lewis-
Fernández, 2011; Yeomans & Forman, 2009;
Young & Breslau, 2016). Fourth, we did not
assess individual-level trauma history. Last, al-
though our translation procedures allowed us
some degree of confidence in content, semantic,
technical, and criterion equivalence, they did
not allow us to establish conceptual equivalence
(Flaherty et al., 1988). Consequently, some re-
gional differences may be the result of our mea-
sures not accurately capturing the construct of
interest in each particular cultural context.

Conclusions

There is considerable diversity in sociocul-
tural traumas. Participants in African and Mid-
dle Eastern regions have experienced recent and
ongoing violence. African participants in this
study showed the greatest intensity of traumatic
stress symptoms, and astonishingly, they
showed the highest levels of forgiveness. Mid-
dle Eastern participants in our sample showed
the second greatest trauma symptom intensity
and the lowest levels of forgiveness, by far.
High levels of trauma due to ongoing intractable
conflict going on for over 67 years could be the
underlying reasons. African participants might
have been offering unconditional forgiveness as
the only path to peace and this may have sup-
ported meaning-making. Given widespread and
ongoing conflict in the Middle East neither for-

giveness nor meaning-making was robust in the
present sample. Participants in our sample from
the Caucasus and Caribbean regions appeared to
fair better in terms of traumatic stress symp-
toms, forgiveness, and meaning-making and
this may have to do with the timing and nature
of their respective sociocultural traumas or
other protective features of those cultures or
strengths of their people. The contours of socio-
cultural trauma and its unique interplay with
cultural forces and values continues to be an
important avenue of investigation and the study
of traumatic stress, forgiveness, and meaning
offer some important insights. These insights
may inform victims, counselors, clergy, human-
itarian workers, and policymakers. A better un-
derstanding of the experience of victims will
offer improved approaches to counseling and
care, and continued attention to these issues will
bring greater relief to those who most need it.
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Karaırmak, Ö., & Güloğlu, B. (2014). Forgiveness and
PTSD among veterans: The mediating role of anger
and negative affect. Psychiatry Research, 219, 536–
542. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2014
.05.024

Karenian, H., Livaditis, M., Karenian, S., Zafiriadis, K.,
Bochtsou, V., & Xenitidis, K. (2011). Collective
trauma transmission and traumatic reactions among
descendants of Armenian refugees. The International
Journal of Social Psychiatry, 57, 327–337. http://dx
.doi.org/10.1177/0020764009354840

Kleber, R. J., Figley, C. R., & Gersons, B. P. (Eds.).
(2013). Beyond trauma: Cultural and societal dy-

10 TOUSSAINT ET AL.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.



namics. New York, NY: Springer Science & Busi-
ness Media.

Kleijn, W. C., Hovens, J. E., & Rodenburg, J. J.
(2001). Posttraumatic stress symptoms in refugees:
Assessments with the Harvard Trauma Question-
naire and the Hopkins symptom Checklist-25 in
different languages. Psychological Reports, 88,
527–532. http://dx.doi.org/10.2466/pr0.2001.88.2
.527

Kumar, M., & Fonagy, P. (2013). Differential effects
of exposure to social violence and natural disaster
on children’s mental health. Journal of Traumatic
Stress, 26, 695–702. http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/jts
.21874

Laqueur, W., & Rubin, B. (Eds.). (2008). The Israel-
Arab reader: A documentary history of the Middle
East conflict: Seventh revised and updated ed.
London, UK: Penguin.

Linley, P. A., & Joseph, S. (2011). Meaning in life
and posttraumatic growth. Journal of Loss and
Trauma, 16, 150–159. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/
15325024.2010.519287

Masters, K., Carey, K., Maisto, S., Caldwell, P.,
Wolfe, T., Hackney, H., . . . Himawan, L. (2009).
Psychometric examination of the Brief Multidi-
mensional Measure of Religiousness/Spirituality
among college students. The International Journal
for the Psychology of Religion, 19, 106 –120.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10508610802711194

McLernon, F., Cairns, E., Hewstone, M., & Smith, R.
(2004). The development of intergroup forgive-
ness in Northern Ireland. Journal of Social Issues,
60, 587– 601. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.0022-
4537.2004.00373.x

Michael Steger. (2016). Laboratory for the study of
meaning and quality of life. Retrieved from http://
www.michaelfsteger.com/?page_id�13

Mollica, R. F., McDonald, L. S., Massagli, M. P., &
Silove, D. M. (2004). Measuring trauma, measur-
ing torture: Instructions and guidance on the uti-
lization of the Harvard program in refugee trau-
ma’s versions of the Hopkins Symptom
Checklist-25 (HSCL-25) & The Harvard Trauma
Questionnaire (HTQ). Cambridge, MA: Harvard
Program in Refugee Trauma.

Mukashema, I., & Mullet, E. (2013). Unconditional
sentiment, reconciliation sentiment, and mental
health among victims of genocide in Rwanda. So-
cial Indicators Research, 113, 121–132. http://dx
.doi.org/10.1007/s11205-012-0085-x

Neuberg, S. L., Warner, C. M., Mistler, S. A., Berlin,
A., Hill, E. D., Johnson, J. D., . . . Schober, J.
(2014). Religion and intergroup conflict: Findings
from the Global Group Relations Project. Associ-
ation for Psychological Science, 25, 198–206.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0956797613504303

Neugebauer, R., Fisher, P. W., Turner, J. B., Yam-
abe, S., Sarsfield, J. A., & Stehling-Ariza, T.

(2009). Post-traumatic stress reactions among
Rwandan children and adolescents in the early
aftermath of genocide. International Journal of
Epidemiology, 38, 1033–1045. http://dx.doi.org/10
.1093/ije/dyn375

Norris, F., & McFarlane, A. (2006). Definitions and
concepts in disaster research. In F. Norris, S. Ga-
lea, M. J. Friedman, & P. J. Watson (Eds.), Meth-
ods for disaster mental health research (pp. 3–19).
New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Schultz, J. M., Tallman, B. A., & Altmaier, E. M.
(2010). Pathways to posttraumatic growth: The
contributions of forgiveness and importance of re-
ligion and spirituality. Psychology of Religion and
Spirituality, 2, 104–114. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/
a0018454

Smart, D. (2013). Genocides of African countries.
Northwest Center for Holocaust, Genocide and
Ethnocide Education, 113–142.

Sousa, V. D., & Rojjanasrirat, W. (2011). Transla-
tion, adaptation and validation of instruments or
scales for use in cross-cultural health care re-
search: A clear and user-friendly guideline. Jour-
nal of Evaluation in Clinical Practice, 17, 268–
274. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2753.2010
.01434.x

Steger, M. F. (2016). The Meaning in Life Question-
naire. Retrieved from http://www.michaelfsteger
.com/?page_id�13

Steger, M., Frazier, P., Oishi, S., & Kaler, M. (2006).
The Meaning in Life Questionnaire: Assessing the
presence of and search for meaning in life. Journal
of Counseling Psychology, 53, 80–93. http://dx.doi
.org/10.1037/0022-0167.53.1.80

Tam, T., Hewstone, M., Cairns, E., Tausch, N.,
Maio, G., & Kenworthy, J. (2007). The impact
of intergroup emotions on forgiveness in North-
ern Ireland. Group Processes & Intergroup Re-
lations, 10, 119 –135. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/
1368430207071345

Thompson, L. Y., Snyder, C. R., Hoffman, L., Mi-
chael, S. T., Rasmussen, H. N., Billings, L. S., . . .
Roberts, D. E. (2005). Dispositional forgiveness of
self, others, and situations. Journal of Personality,
73, 313–359. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
6494.2005.00311.x

Toussaint, L., Worthington, E. L., Jr., & Williams,
D. R. (2015). Forgiveness and health: Scientific
evidence and theories relating forgiveness to bet-
ter health. New York, NY: Springer.

Triplett, K., Tedeschi, R., Cann, A., Calhoun, L. C.,
& Reeve, C. (2012). Posttraumatic growth, mean-
ing in life, and life satisfaction in response to
trauma. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research,
Practice, and Policy, 4, 400–410. http://dx.doi
.org/10.1037/a0024204

Van Tongeren, D. R., Burnette, J. L., O’Boyle, E.,
Worthington, E. L., & Forsyth, D. R. (2013). A

11TRAUMATIC STRESS, FORGIVENESS, AND MEANING

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.



meta-analysis of intergroup forgiveness. The Jour-
nal of Positive Psychology, 9, 81–95. http://dx.doi
.org/10.1080/17439760.2013.844268

Volkan, V. D. (2000). Traumatized societies and
psychological care: Expanding the concept of pre-
ventive medicine. Mind and Human Interaction,
11, 177–194.

Vollhardt, J., Mazur, L. B., & Lemahieu, M. (2014).
Acknowledgment after mass violence: Effects on
psychological well-being and intergroup relations.
Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 17, 306–
323. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1368430213517270

Woo, C. R., & Brown, E. J. (2013). Role of meaning
in the prediction of depressive symptoms among
trauma-exposed and nontrauma-exposed emerging
adults. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 69, 1269–
1283. http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/jclp.22002

Worthington, E. L., Jr. (2006). Forgiveness and rec-
onciliation: Theory and application. New York,
NY: Routledge.

Worthington, E. J., Lavelock, C., VanOyen Witvliet,
C., Rye, M. S., Tsang, J., & Toussaint, L. (2015).
Measures of forgiveness: Self-report, physiologi-

cal, chemical, and behavioral indicators. In G. J.
Boyle, D. H. Saklofske, & G. Matthews (Eds.),
Measures of personality and social psychological
constructs (pp. 474 –502). San Diego, CA:
Elsevier Academic Press. http://dx.doi.org/10
.1016/B978-0-12-386915-9.00017-6

Yeomans, P. D., & Forman, E. M. (2009). Cultural
factors in traumatic stress. In S. Eshun & R. R.
Gurung (Eds.), Culture and mental health: Socio-
cultural influences, theory, and practice (pp. 221–
244). New York, NY: Wiley-Blackwell. http://dx
.doi.org/10.1002/9781444305807.ch11

Young, A., & Breslau, N. (2016). What is ‘PTSD’?
The heterogeneity thesis. In D. E. Hinton & B. J.
Good (Eds.), Culture and PTSD: Trauma in global
and historical perspective (pp. 135–154). Balti-
more, MD: University of Pennsylvania Press.
http://dx.doi.org/10.9783/9780812291469-004

Received August 28, 2015
Revision received July 14, 2016

Accepted August 23, 2016 �

12 TOUSSAINT ET AL.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.


