


Yes, both intercessory prayer and targeted compassion for a romantic partner show
evidence of increasing forgiveness, enhancing cooperation, and improving certain aspects of
physiological functioning, though effects vary by intervention type, outcome measured, and
study quality.

1. Introduction

Research into the effects of intercessory prayer and compassion-based interventions on relationship outcomes has expanded
significantly in recent years. Multiple randomized controlled trials and meta-analyses indicate that compassion-based
interventions can increase self-compassion, mindfulness, positive affect, and well-being, while reducing depression, anxiety, and
psychological distress (Kirby et al., 2017; Petrovic et al., 2024; Ferrari et al., 2019; Matos et al., 2017; Han & Kim, 2023). Studies
specifically examining prayer for a romantic partner demonstrate increased willingness to forgive and greater selfless concern
(Lambert et al., 2010; Toussaint et al., 2016; Vasiliauskas & McMinn, 2012). Compassion training has also been linked to improved
physiological markers such as heart rate variability (HRV) and parasympathetic activation—both associated with emotion
regulation and cardiovascular health (Kirschner et al., 2019; Skalski‐Bednarz et al., 2024; Matos et al., 2017; Stellar et al., 2015).
However, findings regarding improvements in interpersonal functioning or cooperation are mixed; some interventions show
significant benefits for relationship satisfaction or closeness, while others report limited or no effects (Aguilar-Raab et al., 2023; Li
et al., 2023; Badr & Krebs, 2013; Carson et al., 2004; Curotto et al., 2023). The evidence base is robust for psychological
outcomes but less consistent for direct physiological changes or long-term relational improvements. Overall, the literature
suggests that both intercessory prayer and targeted compassion can positively influence forgiveness and some aspects of
physiological functioning in romantic relationships.

Does intercessory prayer or targeted compassion for a romantic partner increase forgiveness, cooperation, and improve
physiological functioning?
Requires at least 5 papers that directly answer your question. Try adjusting your query to find more papers.

FIGURE 1  Consensus meter visualizing research agreement on the effects of prayer/compassion on forgiveness, cooperation, and physiology.

2. Methods

A comprehensive search was conducted across over 170 million research papers in Consensus—including Semantic Scholar,
PubMed, and other databases—to identify studies examining the impact of intercessory prayer or targeted compassion on
forgiveness, cooperation, and physiological functioning in romantic relationships. A total of 96 papers were initially identified;
after multi-phase screening for relevance (including controlled studies with human participants), 50 papers were included in this
review.
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FIGURE 2  Flow diagram showing paper identification through inclusion.

Six unique search strategies were used to capture diverse perspectives on prayer/compassion interventions and their
relational/physiological outcomes.
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3. Results

3.1 Effects on Forgiveness

Several randomized controlled trials demonstrate that praying for a romantic partner increases willingness to forgive compared to
control conditions (Lambert et al., 2010; Toussaint et al., 2016; Vasiliauskas & McMinn, 2012). Brief prayers (even as short as three
minutes) can reduce retaliation motives across cultures and religious backgrounds (Toussaint et al., 2016). Compassion-based
interventions also promote forgiveness in both secular and religious contexts (Rye & Pargament, 2002; Akhtar & Barlow, 2018;
Nisar et al., 2025).

3.2 Effects on Cooperation & Relationship Functioning

Compassion training (including loving-kindness meditation) is associated with increased prosocial behaviors such as empathy,
selfless concern, conflict resolution skills, interpersonal closeness—even toward disliked individuals—and improved relationship
satisfaction in some studies (Luberto et al., 2018; Kirschner et al., 2019; Carson et al., 2004; Deng et al., 2023; Curotto et al., 2023;
Liu et al., 2025). However, not all interventions yield significant improvements in interpersonal functioning; some report no group-
specific changes or only modest benefits compared to active controls (Aguilar-Raab et al., 2023; Li et al., 2023; Badr & Krebs,
2013; Karremans et al., 2020).

3.3 Physiological Functioning

Compassion-based practices have been shown to induce beneficial physiological responses: increased heart rate variability
(HRV), reduced arousal (lower heart rate/skin conductance), heightened parasympathetic activity via the vagus nerve—all
markers of effective emotion regulation and cardiovascular health (Kirschner et al., 2019; Skalski‐Bednarz et al., 2024; Matos et al.,
2017; Stellar et al., 2015). Forgiveness interventions may also improve HRV and autonomic balance (Skalski‐Bednarz et al., 2024),
while mindfulness-based approaches can reduce stress-related symptoms but show variable long-term effects (Ong et al., 2024;
Da Silva et al., 2023).

3.4 Intervention Types & Moderators

Meta-analyses reveal moderate effect sizes for compassion/self-compassion interventions on psychological outcomes (e.g.,
depression: d=0.64; anxiety: d=0.49) (Kirby et al., 2017; Ferrari et al., 2019), with stronger results when delivered in groups versus
individually (Ferrari et al., 2019). The presence of an active control group often reduces observed effect sizes compared to passive
controls (Petrovic et al., 2024; Wilson et al., 2018). Intervention duration (>3 months) may enhance relationship satisfaction
benefits in couples coping with illness (Li et al., 2023).

Results Timeline

FIGURE 3  Timeline showing publication trends on prayer/compassion interventions for relational/physiological outcomes. Larger markers indicate more
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Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author Olga M. Klimecki (Nisar et al., 2025; Milbury et al., 2020; Kreplin et al., 2018)

Author K. Neff (Köhle et al., 2021)

Author J. Kirby (Kirby et al., 2017)

Journal Mindfulness (Lambert et al., 2010; Skalski‐Bednarz et al., 2024; Rye & Pargament, 2002; Klimecki et
al., 2014; Klimecki et al., 2013)

Journal Scientific Reports (Neff & Germer, 2012; Kreplin et al., 2018; Wakelin et al., 2021)

Journal Journal of clinical
psychology

(Toussaint et al., 2016; Köhle et al., 2021)

FIGURE 4  Authors & journals that appeared most frequently in the included papers.

4. Discussion

The evidence supports that both intercessory prayer and targeted compassion can foster forgiveness within close relationships—
effects observed across different cultures and religious affiliations (Lambert et al., 2010; Toussaint et al., 2016). Compassion-based
interventions reliably improve self-compassion, positive affect, emotion regulation capacity (as indexed by HRV), and sometimes
relationship satisfaction or closeness—even toward difficult partners (Kirschner et al., 2019; Skalski‐Bednarz et al., 2024; Curotto
et al., 2023). However, improvements in cooperation or broader interpersonal functioning are less consistent; some studies find
no significant group differences or only small effects compared to active controls (Aguilar-Raab et al., 2023; Li et al., 2023).

Physiological benefits—such as increased parasympathetic activity—are well-documented following compassion exercises but
are less frequently studied directly within romantic dyads over extended periods (Kirschner et al., 2019; Matos et al., 2017; Stellar
et al., 2015). The quality of evidence is generally moderate-to-high for psychological outcomes but lower for direct physiological
measures due to smaller sample sizes or short intervention durations.

Notably, meta-analyses caution about publication bias (favoring positive results), heterogeneity among intervention
types/outcomes measured, reliance on self-report data rather than objective behavioral/biomarker endpoints in many studies—
and the need for more rigorous RCTs with larger samples targeting specific relational dynamics (Kirby et al., 2017; Wilson et al.,
2018).

Claims & Evidence Table

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Prayer for a partner increases
willingness to forgive

Strong

Supported by multiple RCTs across
cultures/religions; robust effect vs
controls

(Lambert et al., 2010;
Toussaint et al., 2016;
Vasiliauskas & McMinn,
2012)

Compassion-based interventions
improve self-compassion & well-
being

Strong

Large meta-analyses show moderate-
to-large effects across diverse
populations

(Kirby et al., 2017; Petrovic
et al., 2024; Ferrari et al.,
2019)
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Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Compassion/prayer enhances
physiological markers (HRV/parasy
activity)

Moderate

Several RCTs show increased
HRV/lowered arousal after
compassion/prayer; fewer long-
term/dyadic studies

(Kirschner et al., 2019;
Skalski‐Bednarz et al.,
2024; Matos et al., 2017;
Stellar et al., 2015)

Compassion/prayer improves
cooperation/interpersonal
functioning

Moderate

Some studies show benefit; others
find null/mixed results especially vs
active controls

(Aguilar-Raab et al., 2023;
Li et al., 2023; Badr &
Krebs, 2013; Carson et al.,
2004)

Effects are stronger vs passive than
active controls

Moderate

Meta-analyses consistently report
reduced effect sizes when using
active comparators

(Petrovic et al., 2024;
Wilson et al., 2018)

Long-term/dyadic physiological
impacts remain unclear

Weak

Few large-scale RCTs track sustained
biomarker change within couples

(Aguilar-Raab et al., 2023)

FIGURE Key claims and support evidence identified in these papers.

5. Conclusion

In summary: Intercessory prayer and targeted compassion practices reliably increase forgiveness toward romantic partners; they
also enhance self-compassion/well-being and produce beneficial short-term physiological changes related to stress regulation.
Effects on cooperation/interpersonal functioning are promising but less consistent—especially when compared against other
active therapies.

Research Gaps

Despite substantial progress in understanding psychological benefits of these practices within relationships, gaps remain
regarding their long-term impact on physiological health markers within couples—and whether improvements translate into
sustained behavioral change or enhanced relationship quality over time.

Research Gaps Matrix

Topic/Outcome
Psychological
Outcomes

Physiological
Markers

Relationship
Satisfaction/Cooperation

Dyadic
Interventions

Forgiveness 12 2 5 6

Self-/Other-
Compassion

14 4 6 7

Cooperation 5 1 7 4

Parasympathetic
Activation

GAP 6 GAP 2

FIGURE Matrix showing where research is concentrated versus lacking across key outcomes/intervention types.
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Open Research Questions

Future research should focus on clarifying mechanisms linking these practices to sustained relational/physiological change—
especially using objective biomarkers within dyads over time.

Question Why

Do compassion/prayer interventions produce sustained improvements in
cardiovascular health among couples?

Longitudinal biomarker data are sparse;
understanding lasting health impacts could inform
clinical use.

What mechanisms mediate the link between increased forgiveness from
prayer/compassion practices and improved relationship quality?

Identifying mediators will help tailor interventions
for maximal relational benefit.

How do individual differences (motivation/religiosity/baseline distress)
moderate intervention effectiveness?

Personal factors may explain variability in
response; tailoring could optimize outcomes
across couples.

FIGURE Open questions highlight future directions for research into relational/physiological impacts.

In conclusion: While current evidence supports meaningful psychological—and some physiological—benefits from intercessory
prayer or targeted compassion toward a romantic partner (especially regarding forgiveness), further high-quality research is
needed to clarify their full potential for improving cooperation and long-term physical health within intimate relationships.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an AI-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https://consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright
holders’ consent.
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