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OPINION PAPER: NEW TECHNIQUES, INTERVENTIONS AND STRATEGIES
 The use of metaphor in the process of forgiveness within the therapeutic setting  
Ann Watling and Dr Beverly Cole  
ABSTRACT:
The concept of forgiveness is an intricate phenomenon that facilitates the release of resentment and other painful emotions, whilst the process of ‘letting-go’ of unforgiveness enables individuals to be free from their connection to past hurts. Nonetheless, the meaning of forgiveness is commonly misunderstood by today’s society. 
Over the last thirty years, there have been considerable advancements in measuring forgiveness, yet despite extensive research evidencing how forgiveness improves mental health, increases self-esteem, and fosters hope, the process of how forgiveness unfolds remains unclear.  Furthermore, notwithstanding many examples of forgiveness models, there has been a paucity of research on the process of forgiveness itself.  This paper therefore explores the process of forgiveness through a client-generated metaphorical lens. 
Metaphors are a fundamental aspect of human communication across diverse cultures and religions, enabling individuals to make sense of abstract concepts and complex ideas. They are deeply personal constructs, shaped by an individual's unique experiences and perceptions.  Thus, using metaphor can facilitate the process of forgiveness to become a more tangible experience, transforming a difficult-to-define inner experience into something more concrete and relatable.                                                                                          
[bookmark: _Hlk188722615]How unforgiveness is currently addressed within therapy is considered, and the need for, and benefits of, a metaphorical model for working with forgiveness is introduced.  It is proposed that such a framework could foster personalised insights and help a client identify where they ‘stand’ within their forgiveness journey. A metaphorical model for working with forgiveness is currently the subject of qualitative research to assess its potential as a therapeutic intervention that could provide significant insight into a client’s inner-world, and enhance understanding of the process of letting-go of unforgiveness.
Keywords: Forgiveness; Unforgiveness; Metaphor; Therapy; Counselling interventions
INTRODUCTION:
Every human-being has been hurt in some way by another, and the damage inflicted can linger and fester, as the offended struggles to address both the ensuing pain, and the actions of the perpetrator (VanderWeele, 2024).  Many emotional continuums, anxieties and uncertainties are embedded deep within such painful experiences, including self-positioning around the adage of ‘to forgive, or not to forgive’.
Forgiveness is a complex and intricate phenomenon that facilitates the release of resentment and other painful emotions, and the process of ‘letting-go’ of unforgiveness allows individuals to sever their connection to distressing experiences.  Ironically, though, the meaning of forgiveness is often misunderstood, contributing to enduring confusion about its nature.  This confusion is summed up well by this observation, ‘‘What we seek to know better is subtle, difficult to define, multi-layered, and contains an element of mystery’’ (Dorwick,1998, p. 287).  Although made over twenty-five years ago, this statement remains profoundly relevant, encapsulating the persistent enigma surrounding forgiveness. It underscores the ambiguity of what forgiveness is - and is not - while highlighting the ongoing challenge to fully comprehend the dynamics of forgiveness and unforgiveness.
[bookmark: _Hlk190801248][bookmark: _Hlk190801070]This uncertainty surrounding forgiveness continues, despite considerable progress in quantifying forgiveness in the decades since Dorwick’s statement, and regardless of extensive research evidencing how forgiveness improves physical and mental health (Griffin, et al., 2020). Forgiveness has also been seen to encourage contentment, increase self-esteem and nurture hope (Maltby et al., 2001; Toussaint et al., 2001), reduce anxiety (Masarykova et al., 2022), lower levels of depression and aid psychological well-being (Mróz & Kaleta, 2023).  Moreover, despite advances in the growth of forgiveness models, and evidence of the positive outcomes of forgiveness, there has been "virtually no focus" on the process itself (Strelan & Covic, 2006, pp. 1059-1085).  
To illuminate the process of forgiveness and unforgiveness, focus now shifts to the exploration of metaphor. Metaphorical concepts are a fundamental aspect of human communication, known to promote understanding of complicated topics (Stilwell & Stilwell, 2024; Thibodeau, et al., 2019), and are a fundamental aspect of human communication recognised across different civilisations, societies, and faiths. While various forms of metaphor exist [such as simple, complex, compound], alongside related representations like similes and allegories, for the purpose of this paper, metaphor is understood as an umbrella term encompassing all forms of metaphorical language or expression. 
Lakoff and colleagues (Lakoff,1993; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980;1999) were among the first to highlight the role of metaphor in shaping and organising human experience, and more recently, Malkomsen et al., (2022) emphasised the enduring therapeutic significance of metaphor within psychotherapy, whilst Stoycheva (2020, p.1) insightfully proposed that metaphor is a "therapeutic magic wand." 
To contextualise metaphor within a real-world context, consider how often, in everyday life, metaphor is employed to describe feelings and experiences. For example: “Butterflies in my stomach”; “Seeing red”; “A roller-coaster of emotions”; “A weight on my shoulders”; “I’m under the weather”; “It went pear-shaped”; “I was miles away”; “I carry a torch for him”. Consequently, it is little wonder that metaphor has secured a place within self-help and therapy, with the therapeutic process itself often described as ‘a journey’. 
[bookmark: x__Hlk201564542]Salih (2025, p. 84), suggests that metaphors have the ability to “connect concrete and abstract worlds”, and Hazelwood and Heath (2025, p.1) draw attention to the value of metaphor in “making the invisible, visible”.  Yet, despite the cathartic benefits such profound insights can engender, pathways to such understanding can be simple. For instance, general examples of working with metaphor, either individually, or within therapy, might comprise of:  
(i)   Starting a description around something that is worrying you, with the words, ‘It is like…’ (Hazelwood and Heath, 2025), and letting thoughts and feelings flow.
(ii)   Envisioning an image that symbolises a situation currently concerning you, and then reflecting upon it.  For example, visualising an ambition as a mountain you have to climb (Vitalia, 2016) … Where do you start? What might make the climb easier?  What safety net/devices, do you have in place? Where are the footholds to help you climb to the top? Imagine how it would feel to reach the summit, what is the view like?     
 (iii)  Imagining your current emotions/circumstances in relation to the weather, describing and/or drawing the fog impairing your vision and/or the wind that blew you off course [See Macleans Weather Model (2016)].
In bringing together the concepts of forgiveness and metaphor, it is possible to reflect upon our relationship with forgiveness/unforgiveness, and contemplate how metaphor might assist this process. By way of illustration: 
(iv)  A metaphor may evolve into an allegorical story. The emotional part of self could be envisioned as a garden path. When emotionally wounded by someone, the path becomes difficult to tread due to the sharp stones, brambles, and walls that attempt to protect. Unforgiveness blocks light and growth, draining the garden of its vitality. Forgiveness enables the ‘gardener’ to make a choice to clear the path, and make room for new life to grow.  
(v)   Unforgiveness can be personified as a backpack full of heavy stones. Recent betrayals are sharp and jagged stones, whereas unspoken resentments and grudges are older, heavier stones. The backpack gets heavier as time progresses. Forgiveness is like taking each stone out, one by one, and deciding whether you still want to carry it.  Consequently, the load can be lightened and the journey forward less painful. Forgiveness benefits the person carrying the stones, and not the person who added them.
These general and forgiveness related metaphors are capable of: transporting long-hidden memories to the surface; expressing words that cannot easily be spoken; dislodging ridged ways of thinking and invoking meaning-making through self-initiated conclusions.
[bookmark: _Hlk192226169]The exploration of the relationship between forgiveness and metaphor that shapes this paper originated from two research studies that speak to the call by Barkham et al., (2024) for more research directly informing therapists’ practice and enhancing the well-being of clients.  The first study researched the therapeutic use of interpersonal forgiveness within counselling and led to current PhD research exploring the role of symbolic metaphor in the process of forgiveness within therapeutic settings (Watling, UWTSD, 2019; 2024).  Consequently, this paper aims to encourage reflection upon the process of forgiveness/unforgiveness and raise therapeutic awareness around metaphor. 
Reflecting upon the relationship between forgiveness and therapy, along with the connection between metaphor and therapeutic sensibility, prompts consideration of the potential benefits of a metaphorical framework for understanding forgiveness. These objectives are met by a brief review of literature, followed by an exploration of how forgiveness is currently addressed in therapeutic settings. A case is then made for incorporating metaphor as an intervention for working with forgiveness. The paper concludes with final reflections.
LITERATURE REVIEW:
This literature review examines the integration of forgiveness with therapeutic metaphor, beginning with the paradox that, despite being extensively researched (McLaughlin et al., 2024), the process of forgiveness, clients' understanding, and psychotherapists’ knowledge of how it unfolds, remain unclear. The concept of metaphor and its therapeutic value are then considered, before exploring how the integration of forgiveness and metaphor could significantly enhance therapeutic practice.
The concept of forgiveness has been defined in many ways. The Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary (2019) defines forgiveness as encompassing several concepts - the cessation of resentment or anger towards the offender or giving up the need to find restitution or no longer needing to take revenge for wrongdoing. Conversely, Enright and Coyle’s (1998) forgiveness prerequisite is that the offended offers the offender a gift of love and compassion.  Considering forgiveness definitions, Strelan and Covic (2006), accurately conclude that understanding the forgiveness process is perplexing, as researchers frequently disagree on its definition, and find it challenging to identify the process's outcome or conclusion. Regardless of the definition applied, however, forgiveness has consistently been recognised as a valuable tool for resolving both personal and relational issues (Masarykova et al., 2022), and hailed as a vital component in repairing relationships (McLaughlin et al., 2024). 
Nonetheless, the varied discourse on the benefits of forgiveness can sometimes obscure its complexities, highlighting this construct as a complex and challenging human experience for psychotherapists to navigate. This ambivalence is complicated, and compounded by the longstanding tendency of researchers to interpret forgiveness in varying ways. These include emotional, decisional, and ambivalent conceptualisations.  Emotional forgiveness replaces negative emotions toward the offender with positive ones (Worthington & Wade, 1999), whilst decisional forgiveness is a cognitive response by the offended to reduce negative emotions and substitute them with positive sentiments toward the offender (Fincham et al., 2005; Thompson et al., 1995). Ambivalent forgiveness occurs when the offended coexists with negative and positive experiences toward the offender (Thompson et al., 1995).
Therapeutic uncertainty around how to work with forgiveness is also documented, especially since Wade et al., (2013) found forgiveness-based interventions more effective than non-specific approaches. Wade’s study has limitations, including its age and the limited alternative interventions considered. Nevertheless, it offers the valuable insight that a key factor in facilitating effective forgiveness interventions is the amount of time therapist and client dedicate to exploring the topic.  This seemingly affirms the value of the therapeutic relationship, yet despite this, and other, tentative links between the therapeutic relationship and working successfully with forgiveness/unforgiveness (Wade et al., 2013), forgiveness still receives limited attention within counselling relationships (DiBlasio & Benda, 2008). 
[bookmark: _Hlk190802430]Even more concerning, is that, despite extensive research emphasising the benefits of interpersonal forgiveness, several studies between 2000 and 2022 catalogue how therapists recognise the value of forgiveness, yet are unsure how to incorporate it into therapy. For example, Konstam et al., (2000), in an old, yet seminal, study, found that whilst 94% of therapists believed it appropriate to introduce forgiveness with clients, they were uncertain about the process of forgiveness.  Similar findings were noted by Legaree et al., (2007) who observed limited consensus among therapists on how to integrate forgiveness into therapy. Cannon (2013) also explored therapists' attitudes towards forgiveness, and again, found that whilst most therapists viewed forgiveness as a beneficial technique, a knowledge deficit existed around the theoretical application of forgiveness techniques in practice. Moreover, Masaryková et al., (2022), qualitatively studied forgiveness with Slovakian psychologists, and found that although some participants considered forgiveness an important aspect of both their personal lives and therapeutic practice, they did not actively incorporate it into therapy. Reasons for this included a feeling that such work has a different focus, their perception that clients did not need to forgive, and/or insufficient information about the concept of forgiveness.  Uncertainty therefore persists among practitioners about the process of forgiveness and how to implement it effectively in therapy. 
The concept of metaphor sits alongside these observations on forgiveness. Metaphor is defined as a figure of speech that eliminates the need for explanation or description, so that meaning and understanding can be enabled through imagery (Stilwell & Stilwell, 2024). The Oxford English Dictionary (OED, 2024) defines metaphor as transference to an object different from, but comparable to, that to which it is literally applicable; describing something by saying it is something else.
[bookmark: _Hlk188908947][bookmark: _Hlk190802927]In aligning metaphor with therapy, in particular, psychotherapists’ use of metaphor, McMullen and Tay (2023) helpfully classify effective metaphorical use within psychotherapy.  They refer, for example, to ‘unconventional, ‘novel’, or ‘living’ metaphors, which, because they are original and inventive, have an element of surprise, thus engendering new awareness. ‘Key’ metaphors are also cited as having therapeutic value, in, for example, providing a metaphor for the ‘self’ or whole person, whilst ‘stock’ metaphors, will have been previously formulated and planned by the therapist for selective use with a particular presenting issue.  
[bookmark: _Hlk182757364][bookmark: _Hlk182770119]Notably, literature on the principles and processes of metaphor in psychotherapeutic interventions demonstrates that metaphors can help create a therapeutic space by establishing and maintaining contact (Feldman, 2023), and verifies that they are particularly effective in bypassing a client’s defensive mechanisms, thus allowing them to feel safer exploring “buried experiences” (Cox & Theilgaard, 1987, p. 69).  Literature also evidences that metaphors can create a conceptual distance from intense and potentially overwhelming emotional experiences, facilitating more manageable engagement with these feelings (Arlow, 1979), yet paradoxically, there is a dearth of research on how psychotherapists reflect upon the use and effectiveness of metaphor as a therapeutic tool (McMullen & Tay, 2023). 
The gap in literature focusing specifically on the use of metaphor to facilitate forgiveness is particularly significant and invites conjecture. It is therefore speculated that the therapeutic use of metaphor and the process of forgiveness are similar, as both involve a journey of emotional processing, perspective-taking, and ultimately a transformation in how an emotional injury is perceived.  It follows, therefore, that by integrating metaphors into forgiveness therapy, psychotherapists can support clients in navigating the complexities of forgiveness, encouraging greater self-awareness, and facilitating emotional healing. 
In summary, this literature review highlighted the significance of forgiveness in addressing personal, relational, and mental health challenges (McLaughlin et al., 2024), while recognising the role of metaphor in fostering safety during the exploration of profound experiences and facilitating emotional connection (Arlow, 1979; Cott, 2020; Cox & Theilgaard, 1987). Despite the recognised importance of forgiveness, therapists often remain uncertain about how to work with it effectively (Konstam et al., 2000; Legaree et al., 2007). 
Significantly, having considered the process of forgiveness, metaphor, and their relationship to therapy, the need for further research into these topics, both separately and jointly, identifies a knowledge gap, where existing research is limited on both the process of forgiveness using therapeutic metaphor, and the integration of these phenomena in therapeutic practice. Current PhD research explores these concepts (Watling, UWTSD, 2024), and following sections encourage a more nuanced understanding of forgiveness through a client-generated metaphorical lens.  How forgiveness is currently addressed within therapeutic settings is explored, setting the scene for the consideration of a new metaphorical approach for working with forgiveness.  
WORKING WITH FORGIVENESS WITHIN A THERAPEUTIC SETTING - THE PRESENT SITUATION:

[bookmark: _Hlk189164728]Therapeutically working with forgiveness can be complicated, because forgiving is a deeply personal and convoluted experience that can be problematic because of the pain and betrayal an individual may have experienced. In response to the gaps in literature on the process of forgiveness, a brief overview of two forgiveness models, currently used in psychotherapy, is provided.
[bookmark: _Hlk188494691]Robert Enright (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000) and Everett Worthington’s (Worthington, 2006) forgiveness models are among the most widely recognised approaches in forgiveness therapy.  Both models promote emotional recovery and forgiveness through a sequential process, with the offended individual engaging in affective, behavioural, and cognitive tasks before moving to the next stage. Nevertheless, despite their similarities, they differ in focus and underlying theoretical frameworks.
Enright’s process model (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000) is grounded in moral philosophy and psychology, and is rooted in the moral and developmental growth of the person granting forgiveness, independent of whether reconciliation occurs.   
[bookmark: _Hlk188494809]Conversely, Worthington's Pyramid model [R.E.A.C.H.] (Worthington, 2006) uses a religious/ spiritual framework to integrate this model’s psychological principles, although this can be used within a secular approach. Forgiveness is offered as the catalyst for emotional health, personal well-being, and spiritual growth. Reconciliation is perceived as beneficial, but not mandatory. 
Both models advocate empathy toward the offender, with the altruistic gift of forgiveness introduced in the initial stages. This gift is considered essential in fostering meaningful understanding of the offender’s humanity. In contrast, Lewicki, et al’s., (2016) model of interpersonal forgiveness offers reconciliation as a fundamental component, advocating that restoration or repair of a relationship is the primary goal of some offended individuals. 
[bookmark: _Hlk190803702]Malcolm and Greenberg’s (2000) comment that the quality of the therapeutic relationship may be as significant within a client’s process of forgiveness as the specific forgiveness model employed, coupled with the lack of clarification around the process of how individuals forgive, raise several issues.  For example, how therapists determine whether to incorporate a forgiveness intervention, and decide which approach might best serve an individual.  Deep-seated within this uncertainty is the acknowledgment that a particular forgiveness model or approach may not be suitable for all clients.  This could be because the intervention might limit the flexibility clients may need to navigate their particular and highly individualised nature of forgiveness, or because, whilst reconciliation may be a desired outcome for some, it may not be psychologically beneficial or appropriate for others. This emphasises a therapist's crucial role in empowering clients, and providing them with the information and opportunity to engage with healing approaches they may not have considered, whilst maintaining client autonomy.  
This brief consideration of current modes of tackling forgiveness reveals that therapeutically working with forgiveness can be challenging due to its intensely personal and complex nature. This, in conjunction with the dearth of research around the therapeutic process of forgiveness, underpins the need for a new model to guide its integration into therapy.
WORKING WITH FORGIVENESS IN A THERAPEUTIC SETTING - THE CASE FOR A METAPHORICAL MODEL OF FORGIVENESS:

In contrast to the previous section which characterised current techniques of therapeutically focussing on forgiveness, this section proposes a new way of working with the process of forgiveness through a client-generated metaphorical lens.  
Interest in the relationship between metaphor and forgiveness emerged through therapeutic encounters, when the first researcher became intrigued by the recurring metaphor of ‘being wounded’ many clients used to describe their emotional pain. The prevalence of this descriptive, yet specific, metaphor when addressing unforgiveness resulted in current PhD research to formulate a ‘self-C.A.R.E metaphorical model for forgiveness’ (Watling, UWTSD, 2024). Simultaneously, through raised awareness whilst supervising MA/PhD research around forgiveness, the second author also observed the frequency and profundity with which clients used imagery/metaphor when reflecting upon poignant experiences, together with a tendency to relate emotional pain to suffering or being wounded.  These shared therapeutic and research experiences evoked a reflexive process that enriched the content of this paper. 
Kopp and Craw (1998) discuss how exploring clients’ metaphors can help an individual better understand their situation and thus identify potential strategies for change. Indeed, their work underscores the importance of attending to clients' metaphoric language to access deeper cognitive and emotional processes.  It is therefore postulated that using a metaphorical model as a therapeutic tool to introduce and work with interpersonal forgiveness can offer an idiosyncratic and powerful intervention. The use of metaphor can facilitate a client’s understanding of abstract emotions and experiences and help to make multi-faceted psychological processes, like forgiveness, more accessible and easier to understand. Metaphors can also bridge a client’s internal world and therapeutic dialogue, facilitating deeper exploration of emotions such as hurt, anger, and forgiveness.
Importantly, using a metaphorical approach also encourages client-led exploration, facilitating individuals to shape their own understanding of forgiveness in a way that resonates personally. This flexibility is especially useful in addressing the nuances of forgiveness in situations where past trauma, resentment, or anger are present. Metaphors can also empower clients to work through emotions at their own pace, and in a manner that feels safe, hence not only facilitating emotional insight but also creating an environment where clients can process and release negative emotions more effectively. Potentially, this approach could enhance resilience, promote personal growth, and contribute to long-term emotional well-being. Metaphors could enable the process of forgiveness to become a more perceptible experience, transforming an ambiguous inner-experience into something more palpable and relevant. As metaphors are shaped by a client’s personal experiences, a metaphorical framework for forgiveness would also enable clients to gain unique understanding of where they are in their personal forgiveness journey.
Consequently, and mindful of the disturbing observation by Mahon (2023), that there has been little improvement in therapeutic outcomes over the last four decades, a metaphorical model for forgiveness may empower therapists to facilitate deeper appreciation of a client's inner-world, enabling more in-depth understanding of the process of letting-go of unforgiveness. 
Developing these concepts and disseminating a metaphorical model of forgiveness could, therefore, turn an intangible and illusive inner-experience into something more distinct and significant.  Nonetheless, the interpretations contained within this paper remain superficial until the conclusion of the PhD research, when it is hoped that the definitive forgiveness model will not only continue to positively impact the authors’ therapeutic practice, but will also strengthen the practice of other psychotherapists, and add to the literature on therapeutic approaches. In the meantime, it is hoped that this paper will inspire psychotherapists to identify with their use of metaphor as a therapeutic intervention, and reflect upon their experience of forgiveness/unforgiveness in the consulting room.
CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS:

The disclosure of unforgiveness is very familiar to psychotherapists, and using metaphor effectively is a core skill within therapeutic settings.  In bringing these concepts together, this paper has suggested the need for, and value of, a metaphorical model for forgiveness. 
Reflections focussed on current PhD research that considers such a metaphorical tool and its potential to: inform the counselling profession; integrate into any therapeutic modality and/or training programme; enrich the training of psychotherapists, and ultimately benefit clients.  
Client-generated metaphors are advanced as a technique that can deepen emotional understanding and offer a pathway to exploring interpersonal forgiveness. However, such use of metaphor must be isomorphic to the client’s problem, story, and situation, allowing the client to see themselves within it, and discover new ways to perceive their challenges; a process that nurtures individual resilience and reduces the emotional impact of past and present trauma. 
It is also proposed that by understanding the dynamics of forgiveness, psychotherapists can better identify factors that facilitate or hinder it.  Hence, empathy within the therapeutic relationship is enhanced, and a safer, more supportive space for clients to explore forgiveness is created. Within this safe space, forgiveness-oriented interventions offer a client-led, counsellor-facilitated framework to help clients process and release negative emotions tied to past pain, promoting personal growth and well-being. 
Resultantly, it is posited that by integrating a forgiveness model into their practice, psychotherapists can contribute to positive mental health outcomes by facilitating the release of resentment, bitterness, anger, and thoughts of revenge which improves physical and mental health (Toussaint & Cheadle, 2009). 
Forgiveness undoubtedly has the potential to positively transform lives, and in authoring this paper, further areas for reflexivity surfaced: 
Reflection Points:
· How might psychotherapists: 

(i) Enhance understanding of the process of letting-go of unforgiveness
(ii) Discover how facilitating deeper insights into a client's inner-world of forgiveness can help clarify the endpoint of forgiveness 
(iii) Explore how a metaphorical model for forgiveness could empower them to offer an alternative approach

· What might a suitable metaphor for forgiveness be? 

(i) A ‘wounded’ metaphor?
(ii) A more generic metaphor around ‘letting-go’ or ‘releasing weight’ rather than encompassing feelings? 
(iii) Several metaphors merged? 
 
· Metaphorical wounding, rather than just metaphor?















· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 
· 



In conclusion, these reflections lead us back to Dorwick’s (1998 p. 287) assertion introduced earlier, that, ‘‘What we seek to know better is subtle, difficult to define, multi-layered, and contains an element of mystery”, certainly holds true when applied to forgiveness. Research therefore continues. 
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