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Objective: The present study aimed to model forgiveness based on moral intelligence,
spiritual intelligence, and social development with the mediation of guilt.
Methodology: The statistical population of this descriptive-correlational study
included all students of the Islamic Azad University, totaling 10,000 students enrolled
in the 2022-2023 academic year. The sample size for this study was determined as 480
students (24*20). Data collection was conducted through library research and field
studies. The instruments used for data collection included the Spiritual Intelligence
Questionnaire by Abdollahzadeh (2008), the Moral Intelligence Questionnaire by
Lennick and Kiel (2005), the Social Development Scale by Wyland (1953), the
Heartland Forgiveness Scale (2005), and the Guilt Scale by Gockler and Jones (1988).
The statistical tests employed in this study included confirmatory factor analysis,
goodness-of-fit indices, path coefficients and significance testing, the Kolmogorov-
Smirnov test, Pearson correlation coefficient, and additional goodness-of-fit indices.
Findings: The findings of the study indicated that there is a negative relationship
between moral intelligence, spiritual intelligence, and social development with guilt.
Additionally, a positive relationship was found between moral intelligence, spiritual
intelligence, and social development with forgiveness. Moreover, a positive
relationship was observed between guilt and forgiveness.

Conclusion: The findings of this study indicate that moral intelligence, spiritual
intelligence, and social development positively influence forgiveness, while guilt plays
a mediating role in this relationship.

Keywords: Moral intelligence, Spiritual intelligence, Social development, Guilt,
Forgiveness
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Higher education is one of the fundamental pillars of societal development, with universities
playing a critical role in shaping future leaders and professionals. Each year, universities admit a
significant number of students across various academic disciplines, and the academic journey is often
filled with challenges and personal growth opportunities (Kafshchian Moghadam et al., 2024; Mohammadi
Komroudi et al., 2024). Students represent the cornerstone of future societal development, and their
experiences in higher education significantly influence their career trajectories and personal well-being
(Ghasemi et al., 2022).

Beyond academic achievement, universities also emphasize personal and ethical development,
which fosters a more holistic educational experience. This emphasis on personal growth highlights the
importance of character traits such as forgiveness, which plays a crucial role in psychological well-being
and interpersonal relationships (Malakcioglu, 2022; Mroz, 2020). Research has consistently demonstrated that
forgiveness is linked to better mental health outcomes, increased resilience, and improved social
interactions (DiFonzo et al., 2020). In many religious and philosophical traditions, forgiveness is regarded as
a fundamental moral virtue that facilitates social harmony and emotional well-being (Alahdadian et al., 2022).
Moreover, forgiveness serves as an essential emotional regulation strategy, helping individuals navigate
conflicts and maintain stable relationships (Ho et al., 2020).

Despite the well-documented benefits of forgiveness, research has paid relatively little attention to
its determinants in the context of university students. Studies suggest that multiple psychological and
social factors may influence forgiveness, including moral intelligence, spiritual intelligence, and social
development (Rezaei, 2022). Moral intelligence refers to the capacity to distinguish right from wrong,
uphold ethical principles, and act in accordance with personal values (Moradi & Kiekha, 2022). Spiritual
intelligence involves an individual's ability to integrate life experiences with meaning and purpose,
thereby promoting inner peace and emotional resilience (Danesh Ramroodi & Danesh Ramroodi, 2022). Social
development, on the other hand, pertains to an individual’s ability to establish meaningful connections
and navigate social relationships effectively (Nakamura & Ishikawa, 2019).

Interestingly, guilt has been proposed as a mediating factor in the relationship between these
constructs and forgiveness. Guilt is a complex emotional experience that arises from perceived moral
transgressions and can either facilitate or hinder the ability to forgive oneself and others (Mahmoudpour et
al., 2020). Studies suggest that individuals with higher moral and spiritual intelligence are more likely to
manage feelings of guilt constructively, thereby fostering forgiveness (Luck & Luck-Sikorski, 2020).
However, the precise mechanisms through which guilt mediates these relationships remain underexplored.

Given the importance of forgiveness in personal and interpersonal functioning, this study aims to
model forgiveness based on moral intelligence, spiritual intelligence, and social development, with guilt
serving as a mediating variable. By examining these relationships, the study seeks to provide a deeper
understanding of the psychological mechanisms that contribute to forgiveness among university students.



Methodology

This study employed a descriptive-correlational design to examine the relationships among moral
intelligence, spiritual intelligence, social development, guilt, and forgiveness. The research population
included all students enrolled at the Islamic Azad University, totaling 10,000 students during the 2022—
2023 academic year. Using a stratified random sampling method, 480 students were selected as the study
sample.

Data were collected through standardized questionnaires, including the Spiritual Intelligence
Questionnaire by Abdollahzadeh (2008), the Moral Intelligence Questionnaire by Lennick and Kiel
(2005), the Social Development Scale by Wyland (1953), the Heartland Forgiveness Scale (2005), and
the Guilt Scale by Gockler and Jones (1988).

The collected data were analyzed using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), path analysis, and
goodness-of-fit indices to evaluate the structural relationships among the study variables. Additional
statistical tests included Pearson’s correlation coefficient, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for normality,
and various model fit indices to ensure the robustness of the proposed model.

Findings

The findings revealed several significant relationships among the study variables. A negative
correlation was observed between moral intelligence and guilt (r = -0.36, p < 0.01), indicating that
individuals with higher moral intelligence experienced lower levels of guilt. Similarly, spiritual
intelligence showed a negative correlation with guilt (r = -0.42, p < 0.01), suggesting that spiritually
intelligent individuals were less prone to experiencing guilt. Social development was also negatively
correlated with guilt (r = -0.51, p < 0.01), demonstrating that individuals with higher social development
experienced lower levels of guilt.

Conversely, moral intelligence was positively correlated with forgiveness (r = 0.48, p < 0.01),
suggesting that individuals with higher moral intelligence were more likely to forgive. Similarly, spiritual
intelligence was positively associated with forgiveness (r = 0.49, p < 0.01), and social development also
showed a strong positive correlation with forgiveness (r = 0.72, p < 0.01).

Interestingly, guilt was found to be positively correlated with forgiveness (r = 0.68, p < 0.01),
indicating that individuals who experience guilt are more likely to engage in forgiveness. This suggests
that guilt may serve as a motivating factor for individuals to seek reconciliation and repair interpersonal
relationships.

Path analysis confirmed the mediating role of guilt in the relationship between the three predictor
variables (moral intelligence, spiritual intelligence, and social development) and forgiveness. The
structural model demonstrated a good fit, with key indices such as RMSEA (0.077), CFI (0.921), and GFI
(0.911) falling within acceptable ranges.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings of this study underscore the critical role of moral intelligence, spiritual intelligence,
and social development in fostering forgiveness. Individuals with higher levels of these attributes are not
only more capable of distinguishing ethical considerations but also demonstrate greater emotional
resilience and social adaptability. These characteristics facilitate the process of forgiveness by enabling
individuals to regulate negative emotions and reframe interpersonal conflicts in a constructive manner.

The negative relationship between guilt and moral, spiritual, and social intelligence suggests that
individuals with stronger ethical and emotional capacities experience lower levels of distress related to
moral transgressions. This finding aligns with prior research indicating that moral and spiritual
intelligence contribute to a well-balanced perspective on personal failings, allowing individuals to
acknowledge mistakes without excessive self-condemnation.

The positive correlation between guilt and forgiveness highlights an important paradox. While
excessive guilt can be debilitating, moderate levels of guilt may serve as a catalyst for self-reflection and
interpersonal reconciliation. Individuals who experience guilt are more likely to engage in reparative
behaviors, including forgiveness, as a means of restoring social harmony and alleviating internal distress.

The results suggest several practical implications for educational institutions and mental health
professionals. Universities should consider integrating programs that enhance moral and spiritual
intelligence among students, as these attributes contribute to emotional well-being and interpersonal
harmony. Additionally, interventions aimed at fostering healthy guilt management strategies may enhance
students’ capacity for forgiveness, thereby improving their overall psychological resilience.

Future research should explore these relationships in diverse cultural contexts and among different
age groups to determine the generalizability of these findings. Additionally, longitudinal studies could
provide deeper insights into the causal mechanisms underlying these relationships.

In conclusion, this study highlights the intricate interplay between moral intelligence, spiritual
intelligence, social development, guilt, and forgiveness. By fostering these attributes, individuals can
cultivate a more forgiving and emotionally balanced approach to interpersonal relationships, ultimately
contributing to greater psychological well-being and social cohesion.
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