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Abstract  Introduction/aim: Willingness to forgive has been studied in different situations, 
however, there are no published studies in Colombia with indigenous populations and taking 
into account their worldview. The present research was aimed at examining the willingness to 
forgive of people from various ethnic minorities in Colombia such as the Embera, Nasa, Pijao 
and Kaamash-Hu communities and focusing in particular on the Wayuu community. Method: 
An experimental design was used and a cluster analysis was performed. The sample was com-
posed of 159 indigenous adults (30% male) between the ages of 18 and 76, who were shown 
a series of scenarios describing a common situation in which an orchard was damaged by 
domestic animals belonging to a neighbour. Three factors were manipulated in the scenario: 
the severity of the damage, the level of carelessness of the animals’ owner, and the animals’ 
owner’s explanations and apologetic behaviour. Results: Cluster analysis yielded five qualita-
tively different positions: Never forgive under any circumstances (6% of the sample, primarily 
participants from the Embera community), Depends on apology and neglect (15%), Depends 
on apology, consequences, and neglect (30%, primarily participants from the Kaamash-Hu 
community), and Almost always forgive (36%, primarily people from the Wayuu community). 
Conclusion: Thus, there is a convergence between the results of this study and the anthropo-
logical observations of the participating ethnic communities. Forgiveness is closely linked to 
the cosmovision of each indigenous group.

© 2023 Fundación Universitaria Konrad Lorenz. This is an open access article under the CC BY-
NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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Voluntad de perdonar entre los Wayuu y otras comunidades indígenas en Colombia

Resumen  Introducción/objetivo: La voluntad de perdonar ha sido estudiada en diferentes 
situaciones, sin embargo, no existen estudios publicados en Colombia con población indígena 
y teniendo en cuenta su cosmovisión. La presente investigación tuvo como objetivo examinar 
la voluntad a perdonar de personas de diversas minorías étnicas en Colombia como la comu-
nidad Embera, Nasa, Pijao, Kaamash-Hu y centrándose en particular en la comunidad Wayuu. 
Método: Se presentaron una serie de escenarios a una muestra de 159 adultos indígenas (30% 
hombres) de entre 18 y 76 años. Dichos escenarios describían una situación común en la que 
una huerta era dañada por animales domésticos de un vecino. Se manipularon tres factores 
en cada escenario: la gravedad del daño, el nivel de descuido del dueño de los animales y, 
las explicaciones y el comportamiento de disculpa del dueño de los animales. Resultados: 
El análisis de clústeres arrojó cinco posiciones cualitativamente diferentes: Nunca perdona 
bajo ninguna circunstancia (6% de la muestra, principalmente participantes de la comunidad 
Embera), Depende de las disculpas y del descuido (15%), Depende de las disculpas, las conse-
cuencias y el descuido (30%, principalmente participantes de la comunidad Kaamash-Hu), y 
Casi siempre perdona (36%, principalmente personas de la comunidad Wayuu). Conclusiones: 
Por tanto, existe una convergencia entre los resultados de este estudio y las observaciones 
antropológicas que condujeron a la decisión de la Unesco de considerar el sistema de justicia 
restaurativa de la comunidad Wayuu como un patrimonio inalterable.

© 2023 Fundación Universitaria Konrad Lorenz. Este es un artículo Open Access bajo la licencia 
CC BY-NC-ND (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Since the pioneering work of Enright et al. (1989), social 
psychologists have examined the determinants of forgive-
ness in people (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000; McCullough et 
al., 2000; Worthington, 2005; Worthington & Wade, 2020). 
According to Fehr et al. (2010), the most important de-
terminants are situational. In other words, the willingness 
to forgive is strongly conditioned by the concrete circum-
stances surrounding the transgression. These circumstances 
are typically (a) the perceived initial severity of the con-
sequences of the transgression or the degree to which the 
consequences are mitigated, (b) the perceived intentionali-
ty of the transgression or the degree of carelessness attrib-
utable to the transgressor, (c) the transgressor’s subsequent 
behaviour (e.g., whether he or she offers to repair the dam-
age), and (d) the attitudes of peers, who may or may not 
encourage forgiveness. A great quantity of work has shown 
that the more severe the consequences are perceived to 
be, the more intent is perceived to be present, and the less 
the transgressor recognises the seriousness of the act, the 
less willing people are to forgive (Gauché & Mullet, 2008; 
Vera Cruz & Mullet, 2019). In relation to the types of dam-
age, studies previously conducted in Colombia (López López 
et al., 2013 and 2018; Pineda-Marín et al., 2018 and 2019) 
highlight that people give relevance to more than the type 
of harm, it is the intention of the aggressor and whether he/
she asks for forgiveness for what occurred.    

While it is undeniable and logical that the willingness to 
forgive in concrete situations is strongly determined by the 
circumstances, it is also partly determined by the victim’s 
personality. Depending on whether the victim is an agreea-
ble person or not, emotionally stable or not, empathetic or 
not, the willingness to forgive in each concrete case will be 
different (Hodge et al., 2020; Mullet et al., 2005). It is also 
remarkable that some people declare themselves unable 
to forgive under any circumstances, while others declare 
themselves willing to forgive under any circumstances (Gi-

rard & Mullet, 1997; Pineda Marin et al., 2018). In these two 
extreme cases, these people express principled positions 
that reflect strong dispositions towards forgiveness, which 
in and of themselves completely determine the willingness 
to forgive.  

Finally, some studies have shown that the impact of con-
crete circumstances on the willingness to forgive may de-
pend on the victim’s personality (situational x dispositional 
interaction; Díez-Deustua, 2015). Gauché and Mullet (2008), 
for example, have shown that the emotional stability per-
sonality factor moderates the impact of the cancellation of 
consequences on the willingness to forgive.

Until recently, most studies on the determinants of for-
giveness have been conducted in Western countries. Never-
theless, authors from other parts of the world have made 
contributions. For example, Rique et al. (2020) recently syn-
thesised the contributions of Latin American authors. They 
have shown that most of the instruments used to measure 
forgiveness in Western countries can be easily adapted to 
Latin American populations, reflecting the fact that for-
giveness is conceived and practiced in a rather similar way 
in Latin America and that therefore the findings of studies 
conducted in Western countries can, mutatis mutandis, be 
applied to the Latin American sphere (see also Bagnulo et 
al., 2009).

With specific reference to Colombia, the country in 
which the present study was conducted, Pineda-Marín et al. 
(2018) examined the reactions of people living in and around 
Bogotá to an everyday situation in which a patient had been 
the victim of a medical error and had suffered considerably 
as a result. For 55% of the participants - more frequently 
people of middle or higher social classes - the willingness to 
forgive depended mainly on two circumstances: the degree 
to which the consequences of the medical error had subsid-
ed and the subsequent behaviour of the doctor responsible 
for the error. When the consequences had virtually disap-
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peared and the doctor had come to the patient’s bedside in 
person to apologise and express regret, then the willingness 
to forgive was high. Initial severity played only a minor role. 
For 24% of the participants - more frequently people from 
lower social classes - the willingness to forgive was always 
very high.  It depended only marginally on the concrete cir-
cumstances. For 15% of the participants - more frequently 
atheists or people with little education - the willingness to 
forgive was, on the other hand, always minimal.  

Although there is evidence of the existence of several 
studies on forgiveness, particularly in the Colombian con-
text, there are no quantitative studies on this topic with 
indigenous populations. Accessing this population in Colom-
bia poses several challenges, primarily due to the fact that 
they live in remote and inaccessible territories, not all of 
them speak Spanish, and entering their territories requires 
permission from their authorities. According to the report 
of the Truth Commission (2022), indigenous peoples in Co-
lombia have been subject to violence with colonial legacies 
and structural racism, including forced disappearances, as-
sassinations of authorities and community members, viola-
tion of their territory, sacred places and cultural identity, 
violence against women, torture, massacres, and others. 
Understanding their views on forgiveness in various situa-
tions related to these violations will help us better under-
stand this topic and consider their worldview for strength-
ening peace processes with this population.

The Present Study

The current study aimed to investigate the willingness 
to forgive among people from various ethnic minorities in 
Colombia, with a particular focus on the Wayuu communi-
ty. The study utilized the Information Integration Theory, 
which seeks to understand how individuals form judgments 
and make decisions in everyday life situations by consid-
ering different elements such as the valuation of stimuli, 
the integration of the psychological representation of those 
stimuli, and the response to the stimuli (Anderson, 1991, 
1996, 2008; Muñoz et al., 2017). This subjective valuation 
process considers the subject’s motivation and the purpose 
of the task, and the different appraisals are integrated to 
make explicit responses (Muñoz et al., 2017). Previous re-
search has used this theoretical approach in various fields, 
including politics and health (Mullet et al., 2021; Muñoz-Sas-
tre & Mullet, 2021). Given the complexity of the study of 
judgments and the extensive previous experience with the 
Information Integration Theory, this approach was used in 
the present study for both the methodological design and 
the analysis of the results.

In addition, it is important to mention that according 
to the Departamento Nacional de Estadística [DANE] cen-
sus (2018), the indigenous population represents 4.42% of 
the total Colombian population and is organised into 115 
indigenous peoples. 67.3% of them live in rural areas, which 
highlights the importance of territory for these communi-
ties. The territory is not only a means of livelihood through 
agriculture, but also represents a connection to their gods. 
However, these territories are often targeted by compa-
nies seeking to extract natural resources or develop tour-
ism, which is encouraged by Colombian laws (Comisión de 

la Verdad, 2022) and by actors of the armed conflict due 
to their strategic location and biodiversity. Therefore, the 
present study focuses on understanding the willingness of 
indigenous communities to forgive, as they represent a mi-
nority that has been deeply impacted by violence. Their 
judgments are crucial in the process of building peace and 
restorative justice.

Indigenous conflict resolution practices are diverse 
and vary according to each community. For instance, the 
Wayúu community utilizes the damage compensation sys-
tem through possessions or services (Gómez, 2015), while 
the Nasa indigenous community is characterized by non-vi-
olence in conflict situations that affect their community 
(Acosta Oidor et al., 2019; Chaves et al., 2018), seeking to 
restore harmony in the community rather than implement-
ing a punishment (Dlestikova, 2020).

In indigenous communities, the process of reconciliation 
between victims and offenders is pursued, and forgiveness 
is a crucial element of this process. For an offender to be 
granted forgiveness, they must acknowledge their respon-
sibility, commit to a change in their behaviour, and provide 
reparation for the damage they caused (Dlestikova, 2020). 
For the Embera community, forgiveness has religious, 
spiritual, and individual connotations. According to Bel-
trán’s (2021) findings, forgiveness is defined as a feeling in 
which the aggrieved individuals overcome the pain caused 
by the victimizing events. It is worth noting that forgiveness 
does not entail forgetting, and the offender must demon-
strate no intention of reoffending, it is not enough to simply 
apologize verbally (Beltrán, 2021).

This study had a greater participation of the Wayuu 
community. The study originally intended to include oth-
er communities, but the public health situation (quarantine 
for COVID-19) and resistance from community leaders meant 
that only a few representatives from these communities - Pi-
jao, Nasa, Embera and Kaamash-Hu - agreed to participate. 

The Wayuu community lives in a region called La Gua-
jira. It is a dry and arid peninsula that straddles Colombia 
and Venezuela. For a long time, this community - the larg-
est in the region - resisted the Spanish settlers by taking 
refuge in geographical areas that were not very attractive 
from an agrarian and climatic point of view. The Wayuu 
have always affirmed their autonomy and maintained their 
customs (Chaves, 1953; Perrin, 1979). The status of wom-
en, for example, is very high. They are involved in handi-
crafts and manage family income and expenditure. Justice 
is exercised by the Pütchipü’üi (Palabrero). It is a form of 
community justice that has more to do with mediation and 
appeasement than with judgement or the administration of 
punishment. This type of judicial practice, mainly restora-
tive and reparative, which Gómez (2015) labelled the dam-
age compensation system through possessions or services, 
has been declared a World Intangible Cultural Heritage (Un-
esco, 2010). 

Given the justice practices in the Wayuu community, it 
was considered interesting to study the willingness of com-
munity members to forgive in a familiar, almost archetypal 
situation: that of the destruction of all or part of a garden’s 
crop due to the intrusion of a neighbour’s livestock. Our hy-
pothesis, based on the latest studies of forgiveness carried 
out in Bogotá (López-López et al., 2018; López-López et al., 
2013; Pineda-Marín et al., 2019; Pineda-Marín et al., 2018) 
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was that a high percentage of participants from the Wayuu 
community (perhaps 40%) would express the principled 
Always Forgive position already found among a significant 
proportion of Bogotanos (24%). This high percentage would 
normally contrast with the percentages observed in other 
communities that have not adopted restorative justice prin-
ciples to the same degree.   

Method

Design 

The present study was designed following a factorial de-
sign 2 x 2 x 3 (Severity of Consequences x Carelessness x 
Apology).

Participants 

Participants were 159 indigenous adults (30% male) aged 
18-76 years (M = 35.45, SD = 13.71) who lived in several re-
gions of Guajira or the department of Choco. 74% belonged 
to the Wayuu community, 7.5% to the Pijao community, 5% 
to the Nasa community, 6.3% to the Embera community and 
6.9% to the Kaamash-Hu community. Other demographic 
characteristics are shown on Table 1.

The participation rate was 70%. The main reason ex-
pressed for not participating was lack of time. The study 
complied with the ethical recommendations of the Colombi-
an Psychological Society, i. e., full anonymity was observed 

and informed consent was obtained from all participants. 
Since they were (in some cases) not sure of being able to 
read for themselves, and to understand, the informed con-
sent procedure was explained verbally by the researchers. 

Material 

The materials consisted of twelve cards describing typ-
ical situations in which (a) an orchard was damaged by do-
mestic animals, (b) the orchard owner had a conversation 
with the animals’ owner, showing the damage done and 
asking what had happened with the animals, and (c) the an-
imals’ owner gave an explanation and possibly offered to re-
pair the damage done. Each scenario contained three piec-
es of information, in the following order: (a) the severity of 
the damage caused (partial damage vs. complete damage), 
(b) the animal owner’s explanation and apology (the owner 
acknowledges no responsibility, or the owner acknowledges 
responsibility for what happened, or the owner acknowl-
edges responsibility and additionally offers to repair the 
damage), and (c) the level of recklessness of the animal 
owner (this event occurred only once vs. three times). The 
scenarios were obtained by orthogonally crossing the levels 
of these three factors. The design was therefore Severity of 
Consequences x Carelessness x Apology, 2 x 2 x 3.

Here is an example of a scenario: “David has a large 
orchard. One morning, he notices that part of the orchard 
has been destroyed by cows belonging to his neighbour 
Arturo. David goes to Arturo’s house and asks him to ex-
plain what happened. Arturo admits that it was his cows’ 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the sample. Composition of the clusters

Cluster

Characteristic Never Apologies & 
Negligence

Apologies,  
Consequences  
& Negligence  

Always Undeterm. Total

Gender

Male 6(13) 8(17) 11(23) 18(37) 5(10) 48

Female 4(4) 16(14) 36(33) 39(35) 16(14) 111

Age

18-25 Years 2(4) 13(25)a 14(26) 19(36) 5(9) 53

26-39 Years 3(5) 6(11) 14(25) 24(43) 9(16) 56

40 + Years 5(10) 5(10)a 19(28) 14(28) 7(14) 50

Community

Wayuu 3(2)a 19(16) 35(30)ab 46(39)a 15(13) 118

Pijao 0(0) 3(25) 4(33) 4(33) 1(9) 12

Nasa 0 1(12) 1(12) 5(64) 1(12) 8

Embera 7(70)a 1(10) 0(0)a 0(0)a 2(20) 10

Kaamash-Hu 0(0) 0(0) 7(64)b 2(18) 2(18) 11

Attendance at Religious Celebrations

Never 1(2) 9(23) 13(33) 14(35) 3(7)a 40

Occasionaly 1(3) 4(11) 7(19) 16(43) 9(24)a 37

Weekly 8(10) 11(14) 24(32) 25(33) 8(11) 76

Daily 0(0) 0(0) 3(50) 2(33) 1(17) 6

Total 10 24 47 57 21 159

Figures with the same superscript are significantly different, p < .05.
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fault and apologies to David. This is the first time Arturo’s 
animals have been in the orchard. If you were David, how 
willing would you be to forgive Arturo?” Responses were 
given on an 11-point scale ranging from Not at all (0) to 
Strongly agree to forgive (10). The response scale measures 
the degree or level of the dependent variable, which is the 
willingness to forgive.

Procedure 

Data collection took place in 2021, when conditions in 
the pandemic environment allowed contact with partic-
ipants. Data collection was carried out following all bi-
osafety criteria recommended by the Colombian Ministry 
of Health. 

The procedure followed Anderson’s (1996, 2008) recom-
mendations for this type of study. Participants were test-
ed individually, near their homes, in an outdoor, quiet and 
comfortable area. During a familiarization phase, partici-
pants were trained to use the response scale based on a few 
randomly selected scenarios. During the subsequent ex-
perimental phase, participants responded to all scenarios. 
As the indigenous governors had authorized participation, 
there was no objection from the people. The only cases of 
non-participation were due to being underage or having to 
attend to daily activities outside the community.

When the participant was not sure that he/she could 
read the short texts proposed, the experimenter explained 
them to him/her until the participant expressed the fact 
that he/she had understood. Participants took 10 to 20 
minutes to complete the assessments. No participants com-
plained about the number of vignettes or the credibility of 
the proposed situations.

Results

Because we were interested in detecting qualitatively 
diverse positions among the participants, namely a Quali-
ty of Information and Remorse position, a cluster analysis, 
employing the K-means procedure promoted by Hofmans 
and Mullet (2013) was performed on the raw data. Differ-
ent cluster solutions were run and tested. That procedure 
advocated by Mullet et al. (2016), was also applied on the 
raw data. Different cluster solutions were tested. Figure 1 
shows the decrease in the average distance from the cen-
troid as a function of the number of clusters considered. 
The five-cluster solution was retained because it offered 
the most interpretable clusters. It partitioned the sample 
into five groups of 57, 47, 24, 21, and 10 participants. 

An overall ANOVA was conducted with a design of Clus-
ter x Severity of Consequences x Negligence x Apologies, 5 
x 2 x 2 x 3. Owing to the great number of comparisons, the 
significance threshold was set at .001. As shown on Table 2, 
the cluster effect and five of the six two-way interactions 
involving Cluster were significant. 

The first cluster (N = 10, 6% of the sample, not shown) 
was the expected Almost never forgive cluster. All ratings 
were low (M = 1.17, SE = 0.28), and no effect was detected. 
As can be observed on Table 1, the members of the Embera 
community were more often in this cluster (70%) than the 
members of the Wayuu community (2%). 
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Figure 1. Decrease in the average distance from the centroid 
as a function of the number of clusters considered

The second cluster (N = 24, 15%) was called Apologies 
and Negligence. As shown in Figure 2 (left panels), willing-
ness to forgive was considerably higher when apologies were 
present (M = 8.53, SE = 0.58) rather than absent (M = 2.63,  
SE = 0.65), ²p = .79. It was lower when there was evidence 
of carelessness (M = 4.08, SE = 0.66) than when there was 
no evidence of carelessness (M = 6.83, SE = 0.64), ²p = .65. 
In addition, willingness to forgive was lower when simple 
apologies (without offers of reparation) were presented in 
the context of evident carelessness (M = 2.90, SE = 0.54) 
than when simple apologies were presented in the context 
of no evident carelessness (M = 7.50, SE = 0.61), ²p = .40. 
Younger participants (25%) were more often in this cluster 
than older participants (10%). 

Table 2. Main results of the ANOVA

Factor df MS F p ²p

Cluster 4 2096.91223.887 .001 .85

Consequences 1 33.45 8.716 .004 .05

Negligence 1 247.82 42.010 .001 .22

Apologies 2 886.26 187.282 .001 .55

Cluster x Consequences 4 24.96 6.504 .001 .15

Cluster x Negligence 4 103.67 17.573 .001 .31

Cluster x Apologies 8 402.59 85.074 .001 .69

Consequences x Negligence 1 54.14 11.729 .001 .07

Negligence x Apologies 2 17.02 7.765 .001 .05

Cluster x Consequences x 
Negligence

4 22.47 4.869 .001 .11

Cluster x Negligence x Apologies 8 17.46 7.963 .001 .17

The third cluster (N = 47, 30%) was called Apologies, 
Consequences, and Negligence. As shown in Figure 2 (right 
panels), willingness to forgive was, as in the preceding case, 
considerably higher when apologies were present (M = 9.38, 
SE = 0.30) rather than absent (M = 2.54, SE = 0.47), ²p = .90.  
It was lower when the consequences were severe (M = 6.28, 
SE = 0.39) than when they were not severe (M = 7.24, SE = 0.40),  
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²p = .37. In addition, the effect of the severity of conse-
quences was stronger (7.51 – 5.89 = 1.62) when there was 
evidence of carelessness than when there was no evidence  
of carelessness (6.96 – 6.67 = 0.29), ²p = .28. The members of  
the Embera community were less often in this cluster (0%) 
than the members of the Wayuu community (30%), who 
were, in turn, less often in this cluster than the members of 
the Kaamash-Hu community (64%). 

The fourth cluster (N = 57, 36% of the sample, not shown) 
was the expected Almost always forgive cluster. All ratings 
were high (M = 9.25, SE = 0.12), and no effect was detected. 
As can be observed on Table 1, the members of the Em-
bera community were less often in this cluster (0%) than the 
members of the Wayuu community (38%). The fifth cluster 
(N = 21, 13%, not shown) was called Undetermined because 
ratings were always close to the middle of the response 
scale (M = 6.23, SE = 0.19), and no effect was detectable. 

Figure 3 shows the Euclidian distances between the pat-
terns of responses of the five ethnic groups. The main oppo-
sition is between the Wayuu and the Nasa, on the one hand, 
and the Embera, on the other hand. 

Discussion

For 87% of the participants, a clear position regarding 
willingness to forgive in various familiar circumstances was 

evident. A minority of participants, however, preferred 
not to express themselves. Similar subgroups of undecided 
participants have been found in other studies in Colombia 
and elsewhere (e.g., Armange & Mullet, 2016; López López 
et al., 2013, 2018) and the reasons for this indecision have 
been analyzed (Johnston Conover et al., 2002).  
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Figure 3. Euclidian distances between the mean responses of 
the five groups of participants
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As expected, the percentage of participants from the 
Wayuu community expressing an Almost always forgive 
position was high. Of those who expressed a clear posi-
tion (89%), 44% actually expressed this position. The only 
group that shows a similar forgiveness philosophy is the 
Nasa (71%), although they were represented by only a few 
members. Thus, there is a clear convergence between the 
results of this study and the anthropological observations 
that led to Unesco’s decision to consider the justice sys-
tem of this community as an unalterable heritage (Unes-
co, 2010). This convergence is reinforced by the fact that 
(a) comparatively few Wayuu have expressed the radically 
opposite position of Never forgive (less than 3%), and that 
(b) a majority of Wayuu (51%) are willing to forgive when-
ever the circumstances are reasonably favorable, especially 
whenever the perpetrator at least apologize and behaves 
responsibly (carefully).

There is also convergence between the results of this 
study and the few anthropological observations made among 
members of the Nasa community. According to Dlestikova 
(2020), in cases of common transgressions, the Nasa prior-
itize restoring communal harmony over determining a level 
of punishment; that is, they tend to prioritize forgiveness 
over retribution. More generally, they tend to take a nonvi-
olent stance in situations where conflict would expose the 
community (Acosta Oidor et al., 2019; Chaves et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, the results observed among the Embera re-
main surprising and cannot be attributed to an alternative 
definition of forgiveness that would be substantially differ-
ent from that in other communities (Beltran, 2021).

Limitations

The main limitation of the study is of course the small 
number of participants from the Pijao, Nasa, Embera and 
Kaamash-Hu communities. Future studies should be con-
ducted among members of these communities, as the few 
fragile results observed in the present study reflect po-
tentially very different philosophies regarding forgiveness 
among the communities.  
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