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Abstract: Specialitly literature remains unclear about the role of forgiveness and awareness in the context of the 

penitentiary environment. Thus, the objective of this study was to evaluate the role of cognitive-emotional coping 

mechanisms on the level of aggression of the individuals deprived of their liberty and on the duration of their conviction, 

and the role of emotion awareness in the process of forgiveness. The SPSS statistical program was used for data 

processing. The results indicate that people with a higher level of emotional awareness have a better ability to forgive (r 

= 0.40) indicating that 16% of the variation of the forgiveness process is due to the level of emotional awareness. There 

were also statistically significant correlations and some coping mechanisms. 
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Introduction 

 

The motivation for this article is based on the real interest shown in the study of the relationship 

between aggressive behavior and coping mechanisms, the impact of coping mechanisms on the duration of the 

sentence, and the role of awareness of the emotional factor in the process of forgiveness in the case of persons 

deprived of liberty. 

On this line, to study the magnitude of this phenomenon, the literature was studied, namely the 

characterization of coping mechanisms, aggressiveness as behavior, the meaning of forgiveness and the 

importance of awareness. In the  other studies made, forgiveness and awareness are important variables in 

terms of the degree and the direction of manifestation of detainees' behavior. Thus, forgiveness was attributed 

to several dimensions, such as interpersonal forgiveness, forgiveness as a therapeutic process, forgiveness to 

others. 

Therefore, the prospect of forgiveness and subjective awareness is presented, referring to how people 

relate to themselves about their own feelings, thoughts and actions. This dimension was addressed in spite of 

the others, considering that for detainees, their forgiveness is more important than the forgiveness of others 

because it plays an important role in the way in which behavior behaves during detention. 

In terms of aggressive behavior, both the physical dimension - the physical aggression, but also the 

verbal manifestation of the others through injury or the use of an inappropriate vocabulary, as well as the 

psychological dimension of it, namely the inner state of anxiety, frustration which can lead to aggressive 

behavior. 

The coping mechanisms facilitate the ability to return after a traumatic event, deprivation of liberty 

can easily be considered such a situation. Thus, the level of resilience within detainees can vary greatly, 

depending of their type of personality and their life experience. 
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1. Aggressivity in the penitentiary environment 

 

Some aggressive behaviors can have a well-determined purpose, and others less, demonstrating the 

aggressor's power, masculinity. However, the fact that a large number of detainees fall into the antisocial 

personality disorder, states of lack of  empathy, neglect and aggressive behavior are often in the penitentiary 

environment. 

Over the years, the aggressiveness phenomenon has been an intense studied among prisoners, so they 

want to find out the causes, in order to be able to influence this phenomenon in a positive way. It has even 

been attempted to improve the inmates' menu, with some nutritional supplements, to see if this has any 

influence on antisocial behavior among them. A total of twenty-one Dutch prisoners received nutritional 

supplements, rich in vitamins, minerals and fatty acids. After three months of administration, the results 

indicated a significant reduction in incidents. (Zaalberg et al., 2010). 

Regarding the level of aggression of detainees, research shows that they show a higher level of 

aggression than the rest of the population. In a study conducted in 2008, the results show that offenders, both 

psychopathic and non-psychopathic, have a much higher level of aggression, but they seem to be related to 

childhood traumatic experiences and cortisol levels. Thus, the high level of aggression has been correlated 

with traumatic experiences only in the case of non-psychopathic detainees, but it seems that both categories of 

detainees have traumatic experiences. Although psychotic offenders have shown low levels of cortisol, high 

levels of traumatic childhood experiences and high levels of aggression, cortisol was not a mediating factor 

between childhood traumatic experiences and aggression (Cima, Smeets and Jelicic, 2008) . 

 

2. Facilitating coping mechanisms in the process of social reinsertion 

 

Since 2002, more than 600,000 people have left federal jails in the United States, four times more than 

in 1975. However, according to a national study, 7 out of 10 were arrested in three years either for a new 

offense or for non-compliance with the conditions of release. Clearly, the process of social reinsertion and the 

passing of the individual from prison to society and family is quite difficult. Understanding these paths, as well 

as the reasons and dimensions of the success or failure of a former prisoner, is a fact that is at the heart of 

academic attention. 

Older age detainees represent a real challenge, taking into account the complex needs of these, both 

from the point of view of health and psychosocial assistance. Between 16% and 36% were diagnosed with 

mental health problems and more, it seems that stressful prison conditions are associated with an accelerated 

aging process, so that a 50 year old equivalent to a person in the community, but at the age of 65 (Aday et al., 

2003). 

Recent evidence suggests that older adults in prison have a higher level of traumatic experiences that 

can be categorized as trauma, stress, pain and loss. However, there is no clear evidence to capture the use of 

coping, physical, cognitive, social resources, but also their influence on the state of weelbeing. Thus, the 

current study used a transversal correlation design on a sample of 667 adults aged 50 years and over. 

Approximately 70% of detainees reported traumatic and stressful life experiences during childhood, exposure 

to a violent situation, loss of a loved one, family separation, or diagnosis with a serious physical or mental 

illness. The results of the Path analysis highlighted the protective state of the five dimensions of coping 

resources - physical, cognitive, emotional, social - on the relationship between cumulative prison, traumatic 

and stressful experiences and wellbeing (Maschi, et al. 2015). 

 

3. Objectives and methodology of research 

 

3.1. Participants. This study is a non-experimental research involving 60 male detainees from the 

Bucharest-Jilava Penitentiary, both semi-open and open-ended regim The participants were unanimously 

http://juridica.ugb.ro/


Acta Universitatis George Bacovia. Juridica  - Volume 8. Issue 1/2019 - http://juridica.ugb.ro/ - 

Maria Miana GREBENAR, Andreea Cătălina CANĂ 

= ISSN 2285-0171                                   ISSN-L=2285-0171 

romanians. Their ages are between 21 and 55 years, and the convictions are for both violent and violent deeds. 

They completed  five questionnaires, each participant taking the time, depending on each case, on average one 

hour. 

3.2. Objectives. The overall objective of this research is to analyze the role of cognitive-emotional 

coping mechanisms on the level of aggression and the duration of the conviction, as well as the role of emotion 

awareness in the process of forgiveness in the penitentiary environment. Regarding the specific objectives, 

they were formulated differently: 

O1: Emphasizing the role of cognitive-emotional coping mechanisms on the level of aggression within 

people deprived of their liberty. 

O2: Addressing the impact of behavioral coping mechanisms on the duration of conviction. 

O3: Emphasizing the role of awareness of emotions in the process of forgiveness for people deprived 

of their liberty. 

3.3. Hypotheses. Following the previous objectives, the following assumptions were made: 

Hypothesis I: Mechanisms of cognitive-emotional coping play an important role in the manageing 

level of aggression in people deprived of their liberty. 

Hypothesis II: Behavioral behavioral mechanisms have an impact on the length of the conviction. 

Hypothesis III: Emotions awareness plays an important role in the process of forgiveness for people 

deprived of their liberty. 

3.4. Variables. This research is based on five variables as follows. 

The ability to forgive is one of the dependent variables. This was measured by a 10-item pencil-paper 

questionnaire noted on a Likert scale of 1 to 5, highlighting the subjective dimension of forgiveness, namely 

the way individuals forgave own deeds. 

Aggressive behavior defines the second dependent variable, measured by a pencil-paper questionnaire, 

made up of 10 items, the dimensions being related to the appearance of others, the verbal use of a language 

that can damage the inner state of the other, but also the presence of a certain amount of frustration that can 

lead to the appearance of aggressive behavior. 

The length of the conviction is the third dependent variable. The coping mechanisms represent the 

independent variable, measured this time by two pencil-paper questionnaires noted on a likert scale of 1-5. The 

ability to return to normality, respectively psychic balance, was evaluated after tragic, traumatic events. 

Awareness is the second independent variable also measured by a 10-point pencil-paper questionnaire. 

They aimed to measure the extent to which the person is able to become aware of his own thoughts and 

emotions. 

3.5. Instruments. 

1. CERQ - cognitive-emotional coping strategies encompass  include nine different types of cognitive 

coping strategies, literature, identifying their association with psychopathology. 

 2. The SACS - Behavioral Scale is a self-assessment questionnaire for active, passive, prosocial or 

antisocial behavioral coping strategies. New behavioral coping strategies are distinguished. 

 3. IPIP-VIA Scales - Forgiveness / Mercy Forgiveness Scale - is a scale that measures the ability to 

forgive. The items aim at forgiveness of the person's own, respectively of the committed deeds. 

4. The Attending to Emotions Scale contains 10 items that aim at raising awareness of your own 

emotions, thoughts and feelings. 

5. MPQ Aggression - Aggressive Scale is a scale that measures the level of aggressive behavior. 
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3.6. Interpretation of results. 

 
The standard errors for the first two variables are forgiveness (0.61) and aggression (0.79), and the 

maximum and minimum scores are the following forgiveness (39; 20), aggressive behavior (41; 14). 

 

Table 2 - Correlation coefficients between the emotional awareness and forgiveness 

variables 

 
 

The results from table 2 indicate that there are statistically significant correlations between the duration 

of the conviction and the level of social support (r = 0.73), but also between the coping mechanisms, 

respectively between the instinctive action and the prudent action (r = 0.30). 

 

Table 3 - Regression analysis emotions awareness and forgiveness 

 
 

Acording to table 3 in this model R = .40 indicates a high level of average correlation between the 

predictor variable and the criterion variable, while the R2 value that 16% of the variation of the forgiveness 

process is due to the level of emotional awareness. This regression analysis aimed to investigate the predictive 

capacity of emotion awareness on the process of forgiveness. There was a linear relationship between the two 

variables mentioned F (58,59) = 11,28 p <0,001. 

 

Table 4 - Regression analysis of behavioral  mechanisms and duration of conviction 

 
 

Acording to table 4 the R value indicates that there is an average correlation between behavioral coping 

mechanisms and the duration of the conviction, as well as R2's value demonstrates that 16% of the conviction 

 

Table 1 - Descriptive statistics for dependent variables 

 Mean 

Standard 

deviation N 

Forgiveness 31.32 4.79 60 

Aggressivity 

Duration of  

conviction 

25.25 

       

38.47 

6.18 

              

5.21 

60 

60 

 

 1 2                                         

1 1       Forgiveness -       

2 2.      C. emotional .

40** 

-      

         

*p < .05; **p < .01 

Pas Independent 

Variable 

R R2 ∆R2 

1 A. 

emotional 

 

.40* 

.16 .14 

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 

Pas Independent 

Variable 

β R2 ∆R2 

1 SACS  

.40* 

.16 .01 

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
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duration can explain the role of behavioral coping mechanisms. There was no linear relationship between the 

two variables F (50,59) = 1.10 p> 0.01. 

 

Table 5 - Regression analysis cognitive-emotional coping mechanisms and aggression level 

 
 

Acording to table 5 the R value indicates that there is a small correlation between the mechanisms of 

cognitive emotional coping and aggressive behavior, and the value of R2 indicates that only 0.06% of the 

variance of aggressive behavior is determined by mechanisms of cognitive-emotional coping. There was no 

linear relationship between the predictor variable and the F criterion (50.59) = 3.55, p> 0.01. 

The results doesn’t provide support for the prediction formulated in relation to all three objectives, 

namely the role of coping mechanisms on aggressive behavior and the duration of sentencing, but it has been 

observed that there is a correlation between forgiveness and emotion awareness. According to the information 

obtained, it seems that only 16% of the variance of the forgiveness variable can be explained by the level of 

emotional awareness. In this case, we must not overlook the fact that we are talking about a particular social 

environment in terms of cohabitation rules, the existence of highly diverse personality structures and 

temperaments with a high probability of pathology. So there is a possibility of confronting a level of awareness 

of rather poorly developed emotions, but also with a rather low forgiveness. 

In order to reach this stage of human psychological state, called forgiveness, first of all it requires self-

acceptance, an acceptance of both qualities and defects, in order to free us from negative experiences and reach 

a level superior consciousness. 

The specialty literature indicates that the majority of people deprived of their liberty, especially 

criminals with a high level of aggressiveness, have a remarkable impulsivity, but also a long-term desire for 

vengeance. We can think that this can be in close connection with the ability to forgive. 

Also, the positive correlation between the two dimensions of the cognitive-emotional coping 

mechanisms, namely social relation and social support, can easily be explained by the fact that these people 

spend all their time with the others, that the holding room itself is divided by at least one person and that the 

group becomes an important and even implicit factor in their lives. They need support from others to survive 

and are bound to relate, given the situation they are in. 

The relationship between behavioral coping mechanisms and the duration of conviction can be 

explained by the many situations a prisoner lives during detention. The instinct of territoriality control is 

inhibited because they can not mark the territory that has been assigned to them; the value of living space - so 

visible to free people - is outweighed by the extent of frustrations recorded at all other needs; aggressiveness 

has other forms than the violent ones we expected, namely, addiction, manipulation of information, distribution 

of food packages, preventing some to take part in recreational activities, the appropriation of the finest criminal 

clothes, etc. Inhibition of aggression is largely determined by guardians who constantly emphasize the formal 

hierarchy that exists in prison and firmly impose its observance. 

A recidivist individual will always have more chances to define a place within the group, be respected 

and even appreciated by others. A newcomer who does not know the so-called rules in a penitentiary will adapt 

more heavily, will not benefit from the same coping mechanisms nor the same tolerance for adverse events 

that may occur in such an environment. We have to admit that one of the most negative facts is sexual abuse. 

Although no one is immune to these attacks, there are some features that place a detainee in a true victim. 

Trauma of sexual assault is devastating and omnipresent, with physical, psychological and social medical 

consequences, complex, which must be managed with great care and interdisciplinary. 

Due to the situation in the penitentiary environment, raising the level of behavioral coping mechanisms 

may encounter quite a few obstacles, determined primarily by the behavior manifestation. 

Pas Independent  

Variable 

β R2 ∆R2 

1 CERQ .24  .06 -.10 

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 
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Conclusions 

 

In this research it was wanted to highlight the role of the mechanisms of cognitive-emotional coping 

on the level of aggression, the mechanisms of behavioral coping over the duration of the conviction, as well 

as the role of awareness of the emotions in the process of forgiveness in the case of the persons deprived of 

liberty. 

According to the research objectives we have envisaged hypotheses supporting the role of coping 

mechanisms on dependent variables. 

The target group was formed by 60 individuals, represented by persons deprived of their liberty, from 

Bucharest - Jilava Penitentiary. They used as questionnaire tools, one for each variable, namely the ability to 

forgive, emotion awareness, aggressive behavior, and questionnaires to measure cognitive and behavioral 

cognitive mechanisms. 

The SPSS statistical program was used as a data processing method. The results indicated the existence 

of statistically significant correlations between the ability to forgive and the emotional awareness capacity, 

statistic between the duration of the conviction and the level of social support, as well as between the coping 

mechanisms, respectively between the instinctive action and the prudent action. 

It also appears that 16% of the variation of the forgiveness process is due to the level of emotional 

awareness, and 16% of the duration of the conviction may explain the role of behavioral coping mechanisms. 

Given these, we believe that coping mechanisms will have an impact on the level of aggression and duration 

of conviction, as well as the awareness of emotions in the process of forgiveness. 

This research has some limits. A first limit to be mentioned is that of the moderation variables. Second, 

a number of other variables correlate with the ability to forgive, such as the influence of the family 

environment, the influence of colleagues' behavior, the way in which punishment, religious orientation is 

perceived. 

Under the same boundary report, we consider a small number of participants (N = 60) the fact that 

they are all part of the same penitentiary, but also that they execute their punishment under different regimes. 

A higher figure would have helped us to capture more realistically all the dimensions considered and also if 

the number of subjects increased would increase the chances of detecting other relationships between study 

variables, if they exist. 

The selection procedure for the participants could not be random, the participants being chosen 

according to their agreement and the behavioral characteristics. Again, the presence of one place of detention 

determines another limit, namely the shaping of a similar social environment, without there being any great 

differences in this respect. 

Future research could address the issue of differences that may occur when targeting these dimensions, 

but by age chapters. Thus, a possible subject to be studied is to analyze the role of forgiveness and awareness 

at the time of deposition in the place of detention and its evolution during detention. 

Also, a study showing whether there is an outline of the ability of forgiveness and awareness since 

childhood, develops with the environment of detention or vice versa if these abilities suffer a stagnation or 

even a negative evolution under the influence of the prison environment. 

One direction of study can focus on the differences that can arise for each dimension of coping 

mechanisms, talking here both about behavioral and cognitive-emotional coping strategies, but also about the 

factor that determines this differentiation. 

The relationship between detainees and penitentiary staff is a variable that can have a real impact on 

the degree of manifestation of all variables present in this research, so it can be analyzed whether the way the 

person in custody perceives the relationship with the institution's staff has any impact on the role moderator 

studied by us. And this may be another possible study. 
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