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Abstract of Dissertation Presented to the Graduate School 
of the University of Florida in Partial Fulfillment of the 
Requirements for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 
WE ARE THE OTHER: UNDERSTANDING SELF-FORGIVENESS AMONG FEMALE 

EX-OFFENDERS 

By 

Adrienne Sarise Baggs 
 

August 2012 
 

Chair: Silvia Echevarria-Doan 
Major: Mental Health Counseling 
 

Based in a relational-cultural theoretical framework, the purpose of this study was 

to understand the experience of self-forgiveness among females recently released from 

incarceration in the southeastern United States. Using transcendental 

phenomenological data analysis, an essence statement of the self-forgiveness 

experience among the women was created. 

The essence of the self-forgiveness experience entailed four shared horizons that 

included, (1) self-forgiveness as self-acceptance, (2) self-forgiveness as growth and 

change, (3) self-forgiveness as an ongoing process, and (4) self-forgiveness and 

significant others. Implications for research, training, practice, and society are 

discussed.  
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CHAPTER 1 
BACKGROUND 

Overview 

Some of the most mistreated, misunderstood females in our society are those 

housed in our correctional facilities. Although the majority of the United States (U.S.) 

incarcerated population is composed of males, female incarceration rates are rapidly 

rising at almost twice the rate of males (Harrison & Beck, 2006). In addition, female 

state prisoners are reportedly more likely than male state prisoners to have mental 

health problems (Mumola, 2000) and suffer physical or sexual abuse before being 

admitted to prison (Messina, Burdon, Hagopian, & Prendergast, 2006). In the month 

before their arrest, mothers in both state and federal prison were more likely than 

fathers to report an income less than $1,000 (Mumola, 2000). Approximately 58.8% of 

females in federal prison are mothers of a minor child, three quarters of mothers in 

federal prison were convicted for a drug-related offense, and one in three mothers in 

state prison committed their crime to obtain drugs or money for drugs (Mumola, 2000). 

In essence, incarcerated women have likely encountered severe trauma and addiction 

in addition to adversities such as sexual abuse, domestic violence, and poverty that 

make them particularly vulnerable based on their gender (Covington, 2007). Given the 

potential struggles related to family responsibility, financial strain, substance abuse, 

trauma, and mental illness among female offenders, the fact that over one-third of 

females released from state prison are rearrested within six years (McNeil, 2010) is not 

surprising.  

In order to understand criminality and rehabilitation, the roles of guilt and shame 

have been studied among incarcerated populations (Hosser, Windzio, & Greve, 2008; 
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Robinson, Roberts, Strayer, & Koopman, 2007; Wright & Gudjonsson, 2007; Xuereb, 

Ireland, & Davies, 2009). In fact, a recent study found that shame-prone inmates had 

more substance-related problems and more psychological symptoms than their peers 

who were not prone to shame. However, guilt-prone inmates were found to be more 

empathic and less likely to externalize blame and hostility compared to their peers who 

were less guilt prone (Tangney, Stuewig, Mashek, & Hastings, 2011), thus providing the 

case that guilt may serve an adaptive function and shame a more destructive one. In 

response to the potentially destructive nature of shame, many authors have discussed 

the intersection of shame, guilt, and self-forgiveness in order to better understand how 

to promote the well-being of certain populations (Dillon, 2001; Tangney, Boone, & 

Dearing, 2005; Tangney & Dearing, 2004). In fact, shame and guilt have been found to 

be correlated with a lack of self-forgiveness (Biron, 2007), and shame-proneness has 

been found to be involved in inhibiting the self-forgiveness process (Rangganadhan & 

Todorov, 2010).  

Although the role of shame and guilt in the self-forgiveness process is not clearly 

understood, research has shown positive effects among people who engage in self-

forgiveness. For example, some research findings have shown a positive relationship 

between self-forgiveness and physical health, mental health (Avery, 2008), a positive 

relationship between unforgiveness of self and depression and anxiety (Mauger et al., 

1992), a negative relationship between self-forgiveness and alcohol and drug abuse 

(Ianni, Hart, Hibbard, & Carroll, 2010), and a positive relationship with reparative 

behaviors such as making apologies or amends (Fisher, 2010).  
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Despite the potential benefits of self-forgiveness, the topic remains understudied 

and not fully understood, particularly among offender populations. Given the potential 

negative impacts of shame-proneness and likely need for addictions and/or trauma 

recovery, exploring the experience of self-forgiveness among female offenders may be 

one important window into understanding their struggles and successes related to 

rehabilitation. 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the experience of self-forgiveness among 

female ex-offenders. In addition, the researcher sought to understand how the 

experience of self-forgiveness was situated in the larger context of the women’s lives by 

exploring systemic and relational topics as they arose, such as sexuality, gender, 

culture, addictions recovery, trauma and abuse, and family dynamics.  

The Research Question 

The following research question guided this dissertation study: What is the 

experience of self-forgiveness among female ex-offenders? 

Significance of Study 

The American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy promotes that 

“therapists advance the welfare of families and individuals … respect the rights of those 

persons seeking their assistance, and make reasonable efforts to ensure that their 

services are used appropriately” (AAMFT, 2001, p. 1). In addition, the American 

Counseling Association code of ethics states, “Counselors encourage client growth and 

development in ways that foster the interest and welfare of clients and promote 

formation of healthy relationships” (ACA, 2005, p. 4). In addition, counseling programs 

strive to prepare future counselors and counselor educators to uphold these standards 
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of healthy relational development. The relational nature of forgiveness has been 

addressed in the academic literature (Fincham, Beach, & Davila, 2004; Gordon & 

Baucom, 2003; Karremans & Van Lange, 2004; Rusbult, Hannon, Stocker, & Finkel, 

2005). However, the topic of self-forgiveness has been largely neglected by psychology 

research (Hall & Fincham, 2008) and few definitions of self-forgiveness even exist (Hall 

& Fincham, 2005). Hall and Fincham (2005) report a dearth of literature on the topic of 

self-forgiveness and hypothesize that this is not due to lack of interest or importance but 

rather oversight and lack of understanding about what self-forgiveness is. In addition, 

McCullough (2001) reviews research that examined the victim’s affective and cognitive 

processes as it relates to forgiveness as well as the situational factors which make it 

beneficial for a victim to forgive. Although a victim-focused lens may be important in 

certain contexts, it may also be important to understand of how transgressors 

experience forgiveness, particularly the process of self-forgiveness.  

The present study focused on understanding the self-forgiveness process among 

female ex-offenders. The findings of this study provide counselors and counselor 

educators a better understanding of the experience of self-forgiveness among female 

ex-offenders and an enhanced perspective on how improved understanding of self-

forgiveness might potentially contribute to treatment options for this population. The 

researcher also discusses the findings of the study as they relate and contribute to 

counselor practice, training and supervision. 

Relational-cultural Theory 

“To the extent that we are unable to speak with authenticity about conflict, power, 

and race, we become caught in the grip of shame where historical hurts can override 

our most genuine yearnings for connection” (Walker, 1999, p. 5). Relational-cultural 
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theory (RCT) originated out of the work conducted by Jean Baker Miller and colleagues 

and promotes understanding human development using a relational, contextual lens 

(Miller, 1976). Duffey and Somody (2011) state that members of society are increasingly 

diverse with respect to variables such as gender, sexual orientation, religion, and race. 

They posit that RCT can support client growth by taking into consideration these various 

relational and sociopolitical factors. They summarize the eight basic tenets of RCT: 

“growth-fostering relationships, mutual empathy, authenticity, strategies of 

disconnection, the central relational paradox, relational images, relational resilience, 

and relational competency” (p. 226). In essence, in order to become more relationally 

competent, RCT posits that we move through disconnections and connections, and 

learn to distinguish the difference between growth-enhancing and toxic relationships. In 

addition, RCT is seen as a particularly relevant approach in cross-cultural work since it 

is based in cultural pluralism and attends to the various interactions between “macro 

issues and micro problems” (Adams, 2004, p. 151). 

Given the history of abuse, marginalization, and violating, disconnecting 

relationships many female offenders have experienced, a relational-cultural perspective 

may allow us to better understand the contextual and relational aspects of their lives, 

including issues related to race, class, gender, and sexuality. Rather than assigning 

them individual pathology based on their legal offenses, RCT can help us conceptualize 

the women in a broader context, without shame, inadequacies, and isolation. Since 

common pathways to criminality for female offenders often include abuse and 

addictions, “Their greatest needs are multifaceted treatment for addiction and trauma 

recovery, and education for job and parenting skills” (Covington, 2007, p. 136). By using 
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RCT as a conceptual framework, we move away from diagnostic labels and toward 

understanding a woman’s experiences through a genuine relationship based in 

authentic connections with others (Walker, 2004). In addition to understanding the 

participants through a RCT lens, the researcher will also employ strategies congruent 

with RCT principles—aiming to establish an authentic relationship with participants 

based in mutuality, empathy, equity, and empowerment. 
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

Chapter 2 summarizes the current literature on forgiveness, self-forgiveness, and 

the current female offender population as it relates to the purpose of this study. 

Potential implications for the field of counselor education and supervision are discussed.  

Religious and Philosophical Background of Forgiveness 

The roots of forgiveness are found in the teachings of most major world religions 

including Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism. These perspectives 

often view forgiveness as transformative while “involving reduced resentment and 

increased compassion and moral love … ” (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000, p. 258).  

Anh-Huong (2008), a Buddhist teacher and author, discusses forgiveness as it 

relates to Buddhism and the concept of dualism and suggests a transformative 

approach by stating: 

The question is not ‘to forgive’ or ‘not to forgive.’ This question will not help 
us find a breakthrough in our habit of dualistic thinking: oneself vs. the 
others, good vs. evil, right vs. wrong. A more helpful question would be, 
‘How can I understand myself and the other person?’ (p. 2).  

In addition, Ajahn Pasanno, a well-respected monk and Dharma teacher 

addresses reducing resentment, stating, “If we haven’t forgiven, we keep creating an 

identity around our pain, and that is what is reborn. That is what suffers” (Pasanno & 

Amaro, 2000, p. 37). 

In Christianity, there are countless references to forgiveness. Bible verses include 

“‘Come now, let us reason together,’ says the Lord. ‘Though your sins are like scarlet, 

they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool’” 

(Isaiah 1:18, New International Version) and “Then he adds: ‘Their sins and lawless acts 
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I will remember no more’” (Hebrews 10:17, New International Version). Many Christians 

commonly seek forgiveness from God, and forgiving one’s neighbor, thus emulating 

God’s compassion, is seen as a virtuous act.   

In Hindu scripture, the Bhagavad Gita also suggests transformation. “Though a 

man be soiled with the sins of a lifetime, let him but love me, rightly resolved in utter 

devotion. I see no sinner, that man is holy” (Bhagavad Vita 9.30-31). The Vedas, Hindu 

sacred texts, also recommend reducing resentment and increasing compassion and 

moral love. “If we have sinned against the man who loves us, have wronged a brother, a 

dear friend, or a comrade, the neighbor of long standing or a stranger, remove from us 

this stain, O King Varuna” (Rig Veda 5.85.7). 

In the Qur’an, the primary religious text of Islam, forgiveness is also discussed. 

“Hold to forgiveness, command what is right, and turn away from the ignorant” (Qur’an, 

7:199). In another verse, Allah (the Arabic word for God) commands compassion and 

moral love. “They should rather pardon and overlook. Would you not love Allah to 

forgive you? Allah is Ever-Forgiving, Most Merciful” (Qur’an, 24:22). In addition, it is 

Allah who says, “Say: O my Servants who have transgressed against their souls! 

Despair not the mercy of Allah: for Allah forgives all sins … ” (Sûrah al-Zumar: 53). 

In Judaism, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur are holidays during which many 

Jewish people set aside a time to self-reflect and repent, “come face to face with the 

Jewish concept of forgiveness, a psychologically demanding, spiritually fulfilling 

obligation” (Graubart, 2008). Tikkun Olam (literally meaning world repair) is an integral 

part of Judaism, and the transformative practice involves promoting healing, trying to 
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overcome anger, letting go of self-righteousness related to being wronged by another, 

and working toward restoring meaningful relationships (Graubart, 2008).  

In addition to religion, the concept of forgiveness is also based in philosophical 

roots with modern philosophers leading the way in examining the meaning of 

forgiveness from about 1970-2000 (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000). For example, Enright 

and Fitzgibbons (2000) summarize some philosophers’ statements about the process of 

interpersonal forgiveness that include the following: Holmgren (1993) suggests the 

transformative power of reducing resentment and increasing compassion by stating, 

“The victim’s forgiveness brings valuable understanding, acceptance, and compassion 

to the offender” (p. 345). North (1987) states: 

If we are to forgive, our resentment is to be overcome not by denying 
ourselves the right to that resentment, but by endeavoring to view the 
wrongdoer with compassion, benevolence, and love while recognizing that 
he has willfully abandoned his right to them (p. 502).  

Yandell (1998) discusses the relational dynamic of forgiveness by stating that 

“Forgiveness is a morally significant process that occurs between persons” (p. 35). 

Although the concept of forgiveness has been extensively discussed in religious and 

philosophical contexts, actual research studies on forgiveness only started appearing in 

the academic literature after the book Forgive and Forget: Healing the Hurts We Don’t 

Deserve (Smedes, 1984) was published (Worthington, 2006). By 1997, the John 

Templeton Foundation paired with the John Fetzer Institute to provide several million 

dollars to scientifically research forgiveness (Worthington, 2006). Despite the initial 

burst of promise for forgiveness research, Worthington (2005a) states that “There is a 

fragile future for the scientific study of forgiveness” (p. 10) and the future of this 
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research may be partially determined by researchers continuing to understand the 

process of forgiveness as it impacts physical and mental health. 

Definitions of Forgiveness 

Forgiveness can be looked at through a variety of lenses, thus providing us with 

many definitions. Enright and Fitzgibbons (2000) describe forgiveness as a complex 

process in which one undergoes a cognitive, emotional, and behavioral change in how 

s/he sees the transgressor. Diblasio (2011) describes forgiveness as a decision-based 

process involving “letting go of the need for vengeance and releasing negative thoughts 

of bitterness and resentment” (p. 25). For other authors, forgiveness is not just the mere 

absence of unforgiveness. Forgiveness is defined as the overwhelming experience of 

positive emotions as one recalls the transgressor or transgression (Worthington, 2001; 

Worthington et al., 2001). 

Although some of the current literature posits that scholars disagree on the 

definition of forgiveness, Worthington (2005b) states that the reason for the variability in 

forgiveness definitions is the valid existence of these several definitions rather than 

actual disagreement among scholars. He reports that the current literature provides us 

with two predominant definitions—one describing forgiveness as an individual 

experience and the other explaining forgiveness as a “complex interpersonal process” 

(p. 557).  

Also important to note is the consensus that current forgiveness scholars have 

reached regarding what forgiveness is not. “Forgiveness is not to be confused with 

excusing, exonerating, justifying, condoning, pardoning, or reconciling” (Worthington, 

2005a, p. 557). Similarly, Enright and Fitzgibbons (2000) provide a “what forgiveness is 

not” checklist in which they attempt to address three misconceptions about forgiveness. 
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First, the authors state philosophical distinctions, distinguishing forgiveness from related 

concepts such as justification, pardoning, or reconciliation. Second, the authors try to 

distinguish the concept of forgiveness from reductionistic thinking such as “letting time 

heal the wound” (p. 38) or simply letting go of resentment. Third, authors resist getting 

forgiveness confused with common colloquialisms such as “moving on” or “not letting 

the person get to me” (p. 38). Although some of these examples may be ways that 

people cope with difficult life circumstances and experiences, they can sometimes lead 

to confusion about what forgiveness is. 

The concept of unforgiveness is also discussed in the forgiveness literature. 

Worthington and Wade (1999) present a model of unforgiveness that describes an initial 

response of anger and fear in people who have experienced a transgression and feel 

hurt. The anger and fear are not unforgiveness (Worthington, 2001). Although some 

responses related to unforgiveness (e.g., anger, revenge) may allow people to feel 

empowered, people generally try to reduce unforgiveness and hostile feelings and 

actions (Worthington, 2006). The concept of unforgiveness is when people “ruminate 

about the event, its consequences, their own reactions to it, the transgressor’s motives, 

and potential responses from the self or the transgressor” (Worthington et al., 2001, p. 

108). Efforts to reduce unforgiveness include a continuum of responses ranging from 

denying the unforgiveness to accepting the transgression to engaging in prosocial 

behavior that can include forgiving (Worthington et al., 2001). 

Forgiveness and Health 

Worthington, Berry and Parrott (2001) discuss unforgiveness as similar to a stress 

reaction to which the body has to adjust. If these conditions become chronic, 

unforgiveness may have the potential to cause the same health consequences as 
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chronic stress. In fact, forgiveness and unforgiveness have been linked to blood 

pressure (Lawler et al., 2003) and cortisol reactivity (Berry & Worthington, 2001) and 

preliminary research reports that self-forgiveness, in particular, may have a strong 

connection to physical health (Wilson, Milosevic, Carroll, Hart, & Hibbard, 2008).  

In terms of mental health, the topic of forgiveness often arises in therapy (Konstam 

et al., 2002) and authors have discussed the impact of forgiveness on depression, 

substance abuse, anxiety, relational problems, eating disorders, bipolar disorders, and 

personality disorders (Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000). Specific to a counseling context, 

forgiveness interventions have been studied among a variety of populations including 

adolescents (Al-Mabuk, Enright, & Cardis, 1995), the elderly (Hebl & Enright, 1993), 

post-abortion men (Coyle & Enright, 1997), undergraduate college students 

(McCullough & Worthington, 1995; McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997), and 

incest survivors (Freedman & Enright, 1996).  

Toussaint and Webb (2005) summarize the existing correlational forgiveness 

studies and report that, among the limited research in this area, there appears to be a 

relationship between mental health and forgiveness. However, correlations range from 

.20-.70 or higher, which leaves the question of what accounts for the variability.  

In a quantitative meta-analysis, researchers found that forgiveness interventions in 

counseling could be categorized into three separate groups. The first group was labeled 

“decision-based” and was comprised of studies that used a decision-based model and 

included single-session or partial interventions. The second group was labeled 

“process-group” and involved interventions that included six to eight sessions that were 

presented in a group context. Lastly, the “process-individual” group included 12 more 
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individual counseling sessions based on a process model of therapy. Results indicate 

that for forgiveness and other emotional health outcomes (e.g., self-esteem, anxiety, 

depression, hope, etc.), the “process-individual” group showed large effects when 

compared with a control group, “process-group” interventions showed significant effects, 

and “decision-based” showed no effect. Findings from this meta-analysis provide a case 

that forgiveness counseling (particularly more process-oriented therapies) may be an 

important intervention related to certain clinical issues and/or populations (Baskin & 

Enright, 2004). 

Wade, Worthington, and Meyer (2005) conducted a meta-analysis on forgiveness 

interventions and sought to understand the ingredients of the interventions and if the 

interventions were effective at actually promoting forgiveness. Findings indicate that 

“Forgiveness interventions are effective” (p. 436). However, it is still unclear how these 

interventions will impact longer-term mental and emotional health, how they will be 

helpful beyond other therapeutic modalities, and whether or not they will be an asset in 

real-life clinical contexts. In addition to these questions in the forgiveness literature, the 

topic of self-forgiveness is an area that researchers have yet to thoroughly explore and 

understand. 

Self-forgiveness 

The topic of self-forgiveness has been neglected by psychology research (Hall & 

Fincham, 2008) and there are few definitions of self-forgiveness (Hall & Fincham, 2005). 

Hall and Fincham (2005) report a dearth of literature on the topic of self-forgiveness and 

hypothesize that this may because there is a lack of understanding about what self-

forgiveness is. In addition, the majority of literature concentrates on the perspective of 
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the victim, which may also contribute to the lack of understanding of how transgressors 

experience the process of self-forgiveness. 

Definitions of Self-forgiveness 

Bauer et al. (1992) is arguably the first article that exists on the topic of self-

forgiveness. They discussed the important role self-forgiveness plays in human growth 

and development. Authors also discussed self-forgiveness as the contextualization of 

the transgression, the realization that one is human, and described the process as:  

a difficult and circuitous journey of return to the human community. The 
journey is a passage from being stuck in the past, holding onto illusions 
about who one is, to coming to terms with oneself as a fellow human being, 
like others, imperfect but no longer alone (p. 160). 

Snow (1993) defines self-forgiveness as “the process by which we make good to 

ourselves for our failing” (p. 75). In 1996, Enright and the Human Development Study 

Group called attention to the importance of self-forgiveness, presenting the forgiveness 

concept triad (i.e., forgiving others, receiving forgiveness from others, and self-

forgiveness), and reporting that the concept of self-forgiveness is the least studied and 

defined as “a willingness to abandon self-resentment in the face of one’s own 

acknowledged objective wrong, while fostering compassion, generosity, and love toward 

oneself” (p. 115).  

Baker (2008) defined self-forgiveness as the “internal process of releasing 

resentment, loathing, and negative reproach toward the self by compassionately 

choosing to regard the self as a fallible but remorseful human being, capable of change, 

committed to personal growth, and worthy of forgiveness” (p. 63). Similar to the debate 

over the definition of forgiveness, scholars may find that it is most helpful to understand 

the various definitions of self-forgiveness rather than come to an agreement on one 
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single definition. Certainly, better understanding the actual experience of self-

forgiveness would be an important factor in advancing this dialogue. 

Current Research on Self-forgiveness 

Although there is a paucity of research on self-forgiveness, some studies have 

examined the physical and mental health implications of self-forgiveness. Findings from 

a recent study indicate preliminary evidence that self-forgiveness, even more so than 

other forgiveness, is correlated with perceived physical health (Wilson et al., 2008). 

Similarly, Avery (2008) studied the relationship between the following variables: 

forgiveness of others, forgiveness of the self, mental and physical health, empathy, and 

religiosity. Findings indicated that self-forgiveness and physical and mental health were 

positively correlated and that self-forgiveness was the most powerful independent 

variable accounting for the majority of variance in general health, mental health, and 

social functioning. In addition, Toussaint, Williams, Musick, and Everson (2001) found a 

positive association with life satisfaction and a negative association to psychological 

distress among people who were able to forgive themselves. Furthermore, 

unforgiveness of self has been found to have a positive association with depression and 

anxiety (Mauger et al., 1992). 

The role of self-forgiveness in substance abuse has also been studied. In a recent 

qualitative study, Baker (2008) asked women in recovery from substance abuse to 

reflect on the role self-forgiveness played in their treatment experience and recovery 

process. Overall, findings suggest that self-forgiveness was an important way to 

promote recovery and prevent relapse among women recovering from substance 

addictions. Also related to substance use, Ianni et al. (2010) surveyed 567 college 

students in an effort to examine pathologic drinking, shame, and self-forgiveness. 
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Findings suggest that among students who experience high levels of shame, engaging 

in the process of self-forgiveness may actually reduce alcohol and drug abuse.  

The interpersonal impacts of self-forgiveness have also been studied. Hall and 

Fincham (2008) found that self-forgiveness increased as scores on conciliatory behavior 

toward the victim and perceived forgiveness from the victim increased. Exline, Root, 

Yadavalli, Martin, and Fisher (2011) found that reparative behaviors, such as apologies 

and amends, predicted increases in self-forgiveness, especially when the interpersonal 

relationship was close, the repair to the relationship had already started, and the 

offense occurred more recently. Riek (2010) studied 48 undergraduate students at a 

Christian college in an attempt to understand more about the forgiveness process from 

the perspective of the offender. Findings indicated that the offender is more likely to 

seek forgiveness when the offender is relationally close to the victim, sees his or her 

transgression as severe, accepts responsibility for the offense, and/or has ruminated 

about the offense.  

Some research has also explored the actual process of self-forgiveness. Bowman 

(2005) studied the experience of self-forgiveness as part of the therapeutic process 

among six clients who had terminated therapy. Some major findings included that self-

forgiveness and interpersonal forgiveness were related concepts; self-acceptance was 

necessary to experience self-forgiveness; self-forgiveness allowed the clients to 

construct a new identity and potentially served as a catalyst for positive change; and 

“self-forgiveness in therapy resulted in an ‘existential confession’ through ongoing self-

illumination, self-identification, and a reconciling relationship with the world” (p. 1).  
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In addition, Beiter (2007) conducted a qualitative study on self-forgiveness and 

found that the process of self-forgiveness is multifaceted, includes loss and mourning, 

entails pain experienced over a period of time, consists of “a promise broken”, and 

involves a spiritual connection or relationship with another person as a turning point in 

the process. In addition, he found an interconnection between self-forgiveness and 

interpersonal forgiveness, contributing to the belief that the process of forgiving another 

includes forgiving oneself first. Ingersoll-Dayton and Krause (2005) qualitatively studied 

the process of self-forgiveness among older adults. Findings suggest that the self-

forgiveness process includes cognitive, behavioral, and emotional components, and 

certain types of people (e.g., people who are extremely self-critical or who committed 

very destructive offenses) seemed to have greater difficulty forgiving themselves. 

Kirshenbaum (2009) qualitatively studied self-forgiveness in psychotherapy and found 

that, although the process of self-forgiveness greatly impacted the participants’ lives, 

there was not a single self-forgiveness process that participants shared. Although the 

process of self-forgiveness was examined in these studies, more research is needed to 

understand this process more fully. 

Self-forgiveness has also been used as a framework to guide certain clinical 

practices. Lyons, Deane, and Kelly (2010) discuss forgiveness as a spiritual mechanism 

for those recovering from substance abuse. The authors discuss the relationship among 

spirituality, purpose in life, forgiveness, and recovery and present a theoretical model. In 

addition, Turnage, Jacinto, and Kirven (2003) use self-forgiveness as a framework for 

practitioners working with domestic violence survivors struggling to forgive themselves 

for the pain experienced in abusive relationships. 
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Some research has focused on implementing self-forgiveness as an intervention. 

In a recent study, researchers conducted a laboratory-based intervention to facilitate 

participants engaging in reparative behaviors and found that making apologies and 

amends predicted an increase in self-forgiveness (Exline et al., 2011). 

Fisher (2010) tested a web-based self-forgiveness intervention and found that the 

intervention helped participants decrease defensiveness and increase reparative 

behaviors (such as making apologies and amends). For participants who had negative 

emotions before the intervention, the intervention “trended toward decreasing shame 

and increasing self-forgiveness compared to the control condition” (p. 4).  

Although the previously discussed literature begins to explore the potential effects 

and predictors of self-forgiveness, the actual process and experience of self-forgiveness 

remains to be clearly understood. Baur and colleagues (1992) is one of the few studies 

that have examined self-forgiveness as a phenomenon, and that was almost twenty 

years ago. In an effort to better understand self-forgiveness, related moral emotions 

such as shame and guilt have been examined in the context of self-forgiveness. 

Shame, Guilt, and Self-forgiveness 

Several authors have examined the intersection of shame, guilt and self-

forgiveness in an effort to further promote psychological well-being (Dillon, 2001; 

Tangney & Dearing, 2004; Tangney et al., 2005). The current literature does not always 

distinguish between shame and guilt. However, guilt has been described as being 

related to only specific aspects of self, unstable incidents (Hosser et al., 2008) and has 

been shown to promote prosocial behaviors (Tangney & Dearing, 2002). Shame, 

however, has been described as “stable and enduring global characteristics of self” 

(Hosser et al., 2008, p. 139) and has been shown to promote anger and hostility 
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(Tangney, Wagner, Hill-Barlow, Marschall, & Gramzow, 1996). Similarly, Fisher and 

Exline (2006) found that research participants who experienced some negative 

emotions (e.g., remorse) regarding a transgression they committed actually reported 

engaging in more prosocial responses. However, they still found that shame-proneness 

was associated with self-condemnation. Enright and colleagues (1996) state that “true 

self-forgiveness … originates from a position of guilt, remorse, and shame” (p. 117). 

However, Tangney et al. (2005) discuss how shame is often associated with anger, 

irrationality, denying responsibility, and externalizing blame. Although there still 

disagreement over the benefits and risks of shame and guilt, the current literature views 

guilt as a potentially adaptive response to committing a transgression and shame is 

viewed as inhibiting potential wellness.  

In addition, empirical data provides some conflicting evidence about the role of 

guilt and shame in the self-forgiveness process. For example, some research has 

discussed the potential negative impacts of self-forgiveness with findings that indicate a 

positive association between self-forgiveness and narcissism and actually describe the 

psychological portrait of the self-forgiver as “self-centered, insensitive, narcisstic …  

showing lower levels of shame, guilt, and empathic responsiveness” (Tangney et al., 

2005, p. 150). Although there is some research showing a negative association 

between guilt and self-forgiveness, Hall and Fincham (2005) posit that the association is 

likely “mediated by conciliatory behavior and empathic processes” (p. 631). In a recent 

study, researchers identified and examined four types of remorse which included guilt, 

shame, sorrow, and brokenness. Findings indicated that following a transgression, 

feelings of guilt, sorrow, and brokenness were more constructive emotions that 
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produced more positive outcomes than feelings of shame (Bassett et al., 2011). When 

examining predictors of self-forgiveness, Terzino (2011) found that shame, guilt, and 

rumination were all predictors in the self-forgiveness process with guilt being the 

strongest predictor of all. Fisher and Exline (2010) explain that, ideally, the process of 

self-forgiveness would entail the offender accepting responsibility for the hurt caused to 

others, engaging in reparative behaviors, and then letting go of feelings of guilt that may 

be inhibiting optimal functioning. More commonly, however, problematic behaviors may 

occur. People may avoid feelings of guilt, bypass taking responsibility and repairing 

relationships, and get stuck in the shame and regret about the offense perpetrated 

against others (Fisher & Exline, 2010). Therefore, Tangney et al. (2005) state “The 

human capacity for these ‘moral emotions’ is both a blessing and a curse” (p. 143). 

Although the previously discussed literature begins to explore the potential effects, 

predictors, and related moral emotions of self-forgiveness, the actual phenomenon or 

experience of self-forgiveness remains to be clearly understood and is even less 

existent or non-existent with certain populations. Specifically, Tangney et al. (2005) 

have addressed the topic of self-forgiveness applied to a criminal offender population. 

From a restorative justice perspective, the process of self-forgiveness may be especially 

relevant among criminal offenders in an effort to reduce debilitating feelings of shame 

and emphasize a healing relationship between offender and victim. 

Female Offenders 

Although a disproportionately large percentage of males comprise the U.S. prison 

population, the incarceration rate among females has increased exponentially over the 

past 20 years. In fact, the rate of females being incarcerated is almost two times faster 

than the rate of males being incarcerated (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2006). 
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Specifically, the growing population of female offenders in Florida is similarly alarming 

with the most recent reports (conducted over 10 years ago) stating that since 1978, 

rates of incarcerated women rose 442% (Florida Department of Corrections Status 

Report on Female Offenders, 1999). Of this growing population, Black women account 

for 52.1%, White women account for 43.7%, and the remaining 3% are placed in the 

ethnic category as “other.” In addition, 59% of female offenders are between the ages of 

25-39, 24% between the ages of 40-50, 13% are 24 or younger and 2% are 55 or older. 

The percentages of primary offenses committed by female offenders include 17.3% for 

property theft/fraud/damage, 15.1% for violent personal, 14.8% for 

murder/manslaughter, 9.2% for burglary, 7.9% for robbery, 3.8% for other offenses, 

1.7% for sexual offenses, 1.2% for weapons-related offenses, and the largest 

percentage being 29.1% for drug related crimes. Lastly, only 32.9% of these women are 

considered literate and more than 75% of them have one or more children under the 

age of 18 (Florida Department of Corrections Annual Report, 1998). 

The Portrait of a Female Offender 

To address the cause of the growing female offender population, it is important to 

better understand the portrait of these women. Although male and female offenders 

share some socio-demographic characteristics, there are differences between male and 

female offenders that need to be accounted for when considering gender appropriate 

interventions and treatment. For example, Rossegger and colleagues (2009) found that 

compared to male offenders, female offenders were more likely to have been the victim 

of adverse childhood experiences and were less educated. Furthermore, Messina et al. 

(2006) found that “women were significantly more likely than men to have more severe 

substance abuse histories, sexual and physical abuse histories, and co-occurring 
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psychiatric disorders prior to incarceration … ” (p. 21). In addition, findings from a recent 

study with 283 incarcerated women indicated that 75% of women met criteria for a 

primary diagnosis of Post-traumatic Stress Disorder and all participants met diagnostic 

criteria for at least two disorders on Axis 1 (Salina, Lesondak, Razzano, & Weilbeacher, 

2007). Lastly, almost 80% of incarcerated women are suffering from substance abuse 

problems and convicted of crimes in which drugs and alcohol played a role (van 

Wormer & Bartolla, 2010). For many incarcerated females, the issues of children and 

family play a significant role with more than half of incarcerated women in federal prison 

being mothers of children under the age of 18 (Mumola, 2000). Certainly for many 

mothers involved in the criminal justice system, being incarcerated during their 

children’s foundational years as well as the potential loss of parental rights may play a 

significant role in their wellbeing and rehabilitation.  

Given the typically stressful and traumatic prison conditions, release from prison 

may seem like a desirable event for a woman; however, it comes with many 

economical, psychological, and emotional challenges. Therefore, it is no surprise that 

over one-third of women in state prison were rearrested after six years of being 

released from incarceration (McNeil, 2010). When asked about the reasons for 

recidivism, one mother says:  

Many women that fall back into prison have the problem that their children 
have been taken away. When they go out to the street, they don’t have 
anything, they have nothing inside. Because they say, I don’t have children, 
what will I do? I’ll go back to the drug again. I will go back to prostitution 
again. And I’ll go back to prison again. Why fight? Why fight if I have 
nothing? (Coll, Surrey, Buccio-Notaro, & Molla, 1998, p. 226). 

In order to address women’s recidivism, the National Institute of Corrections 

funded a pilot program using the Women Offender Case Management Model 
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(WOCMM) designed to provide strengths-based, collaborative, community involved, 

gender-responsive case management services to not only reduce recidivism but 

promote the well-being of women who are reentering society. Preliminary findings 

suggest that WOCMM participants had lower recidivism rates than similar women who 

were not exposed to the model (National Institute of Corrections, 2009). In addition, a 

recent study evaluated the Women’s Integrated Treatment Model (WIT)—a trauma and 

substance treatment integrated, gender-responsive curriculum for women. Over half of 

the women in the study had criminal histories. For women who successfully completed 

the WIT program, findings indicated a reduced incidence of substance abuse, 

depression and trauma-related symptoms (Covington, Burke, Keaton, & Norcott, 2008). 

Shame, Guilt, Self-forgiveness and Female Offenders 

A few studies have examined the role of guilt and shame specifically among 

incarcerated populations. Hosser et al. (2008) state, “Even the most deliberated actions 

of humans are not only controlled by rationality but are also influenced by emotions” (p. 

138). In a recent longitudinal study with 1,243 young male offenders, findings revealed 

that feelings of guilt were associated with lower recidivism and shame was correlated 

with higher recidivism (Hosser et al., 2008). Robinson et al. (2007) only found 

marginally significant group differences related to shame and guilt between incarcerated 

youthful male offenders and a community comparison group but their findings do 

support the notion that guilt is associated with more adaptive characteristics (e.g., 

empathy, perspective taking) and shame is associated with distrustful attitudes towards 

others. On the contrary, Xuereb, Ireland, and Davies (2009) were unable to provide 

support that shame and guilt are distinct factors among incarcerated males (although 

there were some questions regarding how familiar the Delphi “experts” were 
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knowledgeable about the distinctions between shame and guilt). Although these studies 

begin to provide a foundation to understand guilt and shame among incarcerated males, 

none of these studies included female offenders in the study’s population and far more 

research needs to be conducted to determine the role of guilt and shame among female 

offenders. 

Kubiak and Arfken (2006) discuss that particularly among women and children, 

association with the criminal justice system could lead to feelings of shame and 

discrimination. Given the potential benefits of self-forgiveness (e.g., better physical and 

mental health, less psychological distress, reduced substance abuse, and increased 

reparative behaviors, etc.), it may be important to explore the experience of self-

forgiveness among female offenders for whom these benefits might be particularly 

relevant. In another research study with incarcerated males, researchers conducted a 

preliminary investigation and found relationships between lack of self-forgiveness, guilt 

and shame (Biron, 2007). Baker (2008) discusses the role of guilt and shame in the 

relapse process. Some women shared that until they were able to forgive themselves, 

they continued to relapse. Some participants also shared the difficulty of forgiving 

themselves, even if other important people in their lives were able to do so. Given the 

prevalence of substance abuse issues among incarcerated women, it may be important 

to more fully understand the process of self-forgiveness. In addition, research has 

shown that “inmates seem to mirror the abusive behaviors they were exposed to as 

children” (Barbetta, 2002, p. iv) and discuss the difficulty that inmates may have in 

completing forgiveness processes. Because of the potential relationships between 
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shame, guilt, and self-forgiveness, the self-forgiveness process may be a mechanism 

for healing and change especially among women who have been incarcerated. 

Summary 

Based on the current professional literature examining self-forgiveness, related 

moral emotions such as shame and guilt, and the portrait of a female offender, there is 

very little evidence addressing the intersection of these related issues.  

This is problematic given the increasing female offender population, the current 

male-dominated criminal justice system, and the need to provide gender appropriate 

intervention and treatment for females. Given the preventative and transformative 

nature of counseling, counselor educators and counselors are well-situated to 

understand how they can promote growth and healing among this population and 

advocate for gender and clinically appropriate treatment for females in the criminal 

justice system. Understanding the experience of self-forgiveness as it relates to this 

purpose will be further examined in this study. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

Chapter Overview 

Chapter 3 describes the philosophy, general assumptions, and epistemology of 

transcendental phenomenology. The proposed inclusion criteria for participants, 

methods of data collection and the process of data analysis are explained. 

Theoretical Perspective 

In general, phenomenology is concerned with understanding lived human 

experiences, and there are several approaches to phenomenology which include 

existential, and hermeneutic, and transcendental. Existential phenomenology is an 

inductive process based on an “acausal, non-reductionistic, non-reifying” (Owen, 1994, 

p. 1) philosophy. In hermeneutic phenomenology, research is focused on the language 

and the person using the language. Broadly, hermeneutic phenomenology is the study 

of texts, what people write down, how they language about and engage in symbolic 

activities (Cohen, Kahn, & Steeves, 2000). Because the purpose of this research is to 

uncover the essence of self-forgiveness as experienced by female ex-offenders, the 

researcher chose a transcendental phenomenology inquiry which seeks to “launch the 

study as far as possible free of perceptions, beliefs, and knowledge of the phenomenon 

from prior experience and professional studies (Moustakas, 1994, p. 22). 

Generally recognized as the founder of the phenomenological movement, Edmund 

Husserl has been described as developing a “philosophic system rooted in subjective 

openness, a radical approach to science … ” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 25). He states that a 

general goal of phenomenological research is to use what appears in the data to 

“describe things in themselves” (p. 27) and allow what is present to merge with all the 
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emerging various possibilities of meanings (Moustakas, 1994). Historically, the Greek 

word “phenomenon” means to “to flare up, to show itself, to appear” (Moustakas, 1994, 

p. 26). Similarly, “The empirical phenomenological approach involves a return to 

experience in order to obtain comprehensive descriptions that provide the basis for a 

reflective structural analysis that portrays the essences of the experience” (Moustakas, 

1994, p. 13). In order to uncover the essence, the researcher usually gathers data, such 

as interviews, to capture the complexity, subtleties, and/or scope of the phenomenon 

(Wertz, 2005). After the experience is described in totality, the researcher reflects on all 

the variations of meanings, and then creates a description of the participant’s 

experience.  

Central Components to Husserl’s Transcendental Phenomenology 

Epoché 

Epoché is a Greek word that means “to stay away from or abstain” (Moustakas, 

1994, p. 85) and in the context of phenomenology, requires the researcher to acquire a 

state of “natural attitude” which involves living “straightforwardly toward the world, 

whose existence we assume” (Wertz, 2005, p. 168). It is the process that is associated 

with the physical sciences and does not account for the subjectivity or meaning of our 

experiences. Epoché is the process of becoming aware of prior assumptions, theories, 

and hypotheses and setting them aside in an effort to “return to phenomena as they are 

lived” (Wertz, 2005, p. 168). Similarly, Moustakas (1994) describes this process as 

“setting aside, predilections, prejudices, predispositions, and allowing things, events, 

and people to enter anew into consciousness, and to look and see them again, as if for 

the first time” (p. 85). Although a difficult task and rarely impeccably achieved, this 
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process can allow us to begin a releasing our previously ingrained schemas, view 

phenomena with fresh eyes, and be open to endless possibilities. 

Intentionality 

In Husserl’s phenomenology, the concept of intentionality is a fundamental theme. 

As human beings, we are affected by what happens in our environment;  how we are 

affected is inextricably tied to our conscious mental state about what is happening in our 

environment which commonly includes perceptions, anxieties, hopes, values, and so 

on. In the process of intentionality, the participant becomes conscious of the experience 

of and/or how the participant interacts with the phenomenon. Moustakas (1994) states 

that “knowledge of intentionality requires that we be present to ourselves and to things 

in the world, that we recognize that self and world are inseparable components of 

meaning” (p. 28). In this study, participants will not only become conscious of their 

experience of self-forgiveness itself but also how they interact with and their reactions to 

(e.g., resistant, fearful, inspired, etc.) the phenomenon of self-forgiveness. 

Noema and Noesis 

Husserl used the concepts of noema and noesis to uncover intentionality. Simply 

put, noema is essentially the object being studied and noesis is the how, or the process 

that people are undergoing as they experience the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). In 

this study, the noema (i.e., the what) is self-forgiveness as described by the participants 

which includes the content of what participants say in their description (e.g., the 

components of the self-forgiveness process, the context around the when or where the 

experience occurred, the advantages or disadvantages of self-forgiveness, etc.). 

However, the noesis (i.e., the how) is the mode that the participants experience the 

process of self-forgiveness which may include their opinions, feelings, concerns and 
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other subjective responses. The noema and the noesis together allow each person to 

experience a phenomenon in a unique way. 

Subjectivity Statement 

I am a White woman. I grew up in a middle-class home, and the only legal 

offenses I’ve been caught for only resulted in a few speeding and parking citations. 

That’s not to say I have not done things that should have landed me in jail over the 

course of my adolescence and young adulthood. In fact, I can name several instances 

where an articulate, high-pitched “But officer, I had nothing to do with this” innocence 

plea got me a get-out-of-jail free card. And I was definitely guilty, by the way. In no way 

am I denying that my privilege has served me well on many occasions related to legal 

matters.  

In my work as a therapist and in my personal life, it is my experience that people 

make mistakes. It’s almost always easier for me to focus on (and I have noticed this in 

clients too) the pain that others have caused me to experience. This is surely not to 

minimize the experience of a victim, an important perspective to honor and recognize. 

However, what I find more difficult for myself (and what seems to be a less-talked-about 

process) is to recognize when the transgressor is oneself. We make mistakes, hurt 

people unintentionally and intentionally, and struggle to allow ourselves to become 

whole again. I have caused others pain, and what seems most difficult is honestly 

acknowledging the pain I caused, beginning the process of fully accepting responsibility 

for inflicting that pain, and then mustering enough compassion and love for myself to let 

go of the guilt and shame and move forward. Instead, it’s my belief that we more 

commonly allow the holes to remain in our hearts and souls, try to hide them from 

ourselves and others (through work, addictions, and destructive relationships to name a 
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few), and never seek out interpersonal (and intrapersonal) healing because it would 

mean we would have to address the shame surrounding the pain. And bringing the 

shame to light can sometimes feel scarier and be perceived as even more painful than 

the familiar pain that we are already experiencing. 

In my clinical training, I have always been triggered by what I call the “Those 

people, those issues” mindset. As clinicians, we have all been there. “Oh, those people 

with those issues need to do this to make their lives better.” As soon as we slip into this 

mindset, a lovely client plops in the chair, vomits her life story, and I’ll be damned—her 

story is yours. With the exception of a difference in DNA and some narrative content, 

you are the client. Just as we look at another to judge her struggle, problems, life 

choices, or actions … Plop! If we are honest with ourselves, it does not take long to 

identify our own struggles or “problems,” similar “wrong” choices, and ways we have 

acted that leave us feeling less than whole and more human than ever. Therefore, 

whenever I have been feeling “stuck” with a client, I have often realized that I have 

fallen: “Those people/those Issues.”  

“Why can’t that client just develop a healthier body image and stop starving 

herself?” “Why can’t she just realize that she is in an abusive relationship and get the 

hell out of there?” “Can’t he just stop drinking and realize how much it’s hurting his 

family?”  

And that’s where I stop—stop and realize that even after years of body awareness 

training and acute consciousness of the impact of media on women, I still pick up 

magazines and long for the size two waist and six-pack abs. The fear and shame 

associated with abusive relationships is often overwhelming, stifling to the body and 
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soul, and can warp a woman’s mind into thinking it is “all okay.” And the power of 

substances to disconnect from pain can wash over us so strongly that our sense of 

normality is diminished to nothing. Change is scary and difficult. But empathy is a 

powerful force. 

With this in mind, I dove into the forgiveness literature and realized that the 

perspective of the victim dominates. Understandably so. How can one argue with the 

desire to help those who have been wronged? This makes complete sense. However, 

my desire to empathize with the non-existent voice of the transgressor was strong. We 

can’t just study the victim. Victims are embedded in a societal and systemic context. At 

a minimum, we must look at the offender’s life story, how she has created healing for 

herself (or has been unable to), and understand how others have been affected by her 

process.  

The first clinical experience I had working with male offenders was conducting 

substance abuse group counseling. Before meeting the clients, I had to read their files 

which sometimes included a lengthy description of their offenses, many of which 

included sexual and physical violence. The first time I conducted group, I sat among a 

group of middle to older-aged African American men staring at this “little White girl” 

(yep, that’s what they called me). I imagined that they were thinking “What the hell is 

she going to do for me? What does she know about my life? How can she possibly 

understand where I am coming from?” I wondered the same things. In the beginning, I 

struggled to form connections with them, assigning them substance abuse activities 

which proved to be irrelevant to and un-engaging to them. But one day, I made my goal 

to just better understand them. Group finally began. I learned that men were sons, 
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fathers, brothers, husbands and ex-husbands. I learned about their aspirations as well 

as their feelings of hopelessness about the future. I learned about what led them to 

committing these violent crimes. While some were angry about their charges, some 

expressed apathy. And some expressed immeasurable feelings of shame, guilt, and 

remorse. After beginning the summer afraid of these men, I ended the summer asking 

them to keep an eye out as I walked to my car after dark. The key to this transformation 

was empathy. Realizing that what separated us was not whether or not we were “good 

or bad” people capable of committing illegal offenses. What separated us most was our 

traumatic (or lack thereof) life events, access to resources and education, and societal 

oppression and privilege. 

Participants and Sampling Criteria 

Some authors provide specific numbers of participants to use in qualitative inquiry 

that range from 1-25 (Creswell, 2005; Polkinghorne, 2005). However, Patton (2002) 

stated that “sample size depends on what you want to know, the purpose of the inquiry, 

what’s at stake, what will be useful, what will have credibility, and what can be done with 

available time and resources” (p. 244). Given the in-depth nature of the interviews, the 

sample for this study included four research participants. Since over 30% of females 

released from state prison recidivate within six years (McNeil, 2010), all females in this 

study were released from incarceration within the past six years. The inclusion criterion 

(i.e., females over the age of 18 released from incarceration within the past six years) 

were reviewed with the participants to ensure a homogenous sample. The study’s 

participants included the following four women: Magenta, Sabelle, Vivian, and Candice. 

An alias was created to protect the confidentiality of the women. In Chapter 4, details 
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about each woman will be provided followed by a description of their individual 

experience of self-forgiveness. 

Data Collection Methods 

Participants were sought through three primary avenues: advertisements in a 

primary, local mental health agency where the targeted population was receiving follow-

up treatment after being released from incarceration; advertisements to the university 

counselor education listserv to which many counseling practitioners and counselor 

trainees subscribe; and a director of a local transitional facility for female offenders. 

Ultimately, all four participants who were interested in being in the study came from the 

local transitional facility’s director. This facility serves as a local meditation center, 

transitional housing facility for females released from incarceration, and also provides 

an outreach, volunteer-run mind-body stress reduction program to incarcerated women. 

Although the researcher did not previously know the women who participated in this 

study, she did volunteer at several of the mind-body stress reduction program retreats 

with other incarcerated women. Further information about the nature of and potential 

implications of the mind-body stress reduction program is provided in Chapter 5. 

Participants were informed verbally and through informed consent (See Appendix 

A) that they would be interviewed about the process of self-forgiveness within the 

context of their roles as women, mothers, and other roles they identified as significant 

(See Appendix B).  

Interviews in qualitative research have been partially described as a descriptive, 

changing process focused on the respondent’s life-world, their meaning creation of a 

particular phenomenon, and an interpersonal interaction between researcher and 

respondent (Kvale, 1983). Since these qualities are consistent with a phenomenological 
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design, the researcher used interviews as the means to collect data for this study. Semi-

structured interviews were used in an effort to maintain focus on the phenomenon of 

self-forgiveness but also allow participants the freedom to contextualize and elaborate 

as it related to their self-forgiveness process. Two interviews were conducted in order to 

obtain in-depth information about the phenomenon and follow-up with participants to 

further clarify and/or ask them to elaborate on their responses.  

The researcher originally planned to conduct three interviews with each of the 

women, and the women agreed to three interviews at the time they signed the informed 

consent. Self-forgiveness was initially assumed to be a topic that would require 

extensive rapport building with participants to acquire meaningful, in-depth interview 

data. However, the three local participants were almost immediately candid about their 

experiences, and all three interview guides were covered in two, 1.5 hour interviews. 

Participants and the researcher collaboratively discussed that the interview guides were 

covered after two interviews and a third interview would not be necessary. One 

participant was interviewed in her home for both of her interviews. Two participants 

were interviewed in their home for their first interview and then at a community center 

for their second interview. The third participant was interviewed over video conferencing 

since she did not live locally and insisted the resources (e.g., gas, travel time) be used 

for another participant. The entire interview guide with this participant was covered over 

one 2.5 hour interview. All interviews were conducted from January 2012-May 2012, 

and all participants were compensated with a gift card to a grocery store of their choice. 

After interviews, final member checking was completed for each participant. The 

researcher shared the final individual descriptions and made any changes desired by 
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the participants in order to make the description more accurately reflect their experience 

of self-forgiveness. 

For the purpose of this study and consistent with a phenomenological research 

design, an interview guide (See Appendix B) was developed. The researcher used 

semi-structured, open-ended interviews to collect data from the study participants. The 

purpose of the interviews was to obtain descriptions (including the cognitions, feelings, 

sensations, images, and memories) of the participants’ experience of self-forgiveness.  

The purpose of the first interview was to establish rapport with the participant. In 

creating an “I-Thou” relationship (Seidman, 1991), the researcher discussed with the 

participant how important the participant’s firsthand experience is to the research 

process. In addition, the first interview was used to collect any background information 

that is relevant to the study and answer any questions the participant may have about 

the study or the research process. Lastly, in the first interview, participants were asked 

to begin discussing their roles as a female and mother in today’s society, how their 

incarceration/conviction has affected these roles and how they cope or struggle in 

fulfilling these roles. 

The second interview (for three participants) took place approximately one week 

after the first interview to allow the researcher the time to transcribe and broadly review 

the first interview. The purpose of the second interview was to elaborate on themes or 

specified points of interest found in the first interview. In addition, the purpose of the 

second interview allowed participants to begin discussing the meaning of self-

forgiveness, how the participant describes their own self-forgiveness process, and 

aspects related to their self-forgiveness process. Also in the second interview, the 
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researcher reviewed the overall themes from the first interview and asked the 

participant to make changes or revisions as they saw necessary. Member checking was 

also conducted after the final individual textural and individual structural descriptions 

were created. Participants were read the descriptions and invited to make changes that 

would allow the descriptions to more accurately represent their experience. 

Confidentiality 

In order to protect the rights and welfare of the participants, the University’s 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved, maintained, and reviewed the study’s 

protocol. In addition, the IRB reviewed and approved the informed consent, interview 

guide and all recruitment advertisements. In order to collect data for transcription, 

interviews were audio recorded. To secure confidentiality, all audio recordings from the 

interviews were kept in locked cabinets in the Counselor Education program office. Only 

the principal investigator, faculty advisor, and transcription service specialists had 

access to the audio recordings. If the participant offered identifying information during 

the interview, the researcher deleted this information from the transcription (since 

transcription services are confidential) once the transcription was completed. Audio 

recordings were destroyed after transcriptions were made, and all other data sources 

(i.e., transcriptions, informed consents, researcher process notes, data analysis 

documentation) will be destroyed one year after the study ends (September 1, 2013). In 

addition, there was no identifying information on the audio recording, the transcriptions, 

researcher process notes, and data analysis documentation linking the data to the 

participant. In order to track the multiple interviews and link them to the corresponding 

participant, participants were asked to generate for themselves and the researcher an 

easy to remember letter, number, or word (e.g., Bluebird, 4250, etc.). This code was 



 

45 

used in place of identifying information and used to label transcribed audio recordings, 

researcher process notes, and data analysis documentation. Informed consents (with 

identifying signatures) were kept separately from the data. In case of an audit, one key 

(linking identifying names with codes) was created and kept in a locked file cabinet in 

the Counselor Education program office separate from all other existing data. 

 Because of the potential for participants to disclose illegal information related to 

their experience, participants were informed that any legal matter related to child abuse 

and/or suicide or homicide are means for the researcher to break confidentiality and 

report to legal authorities. Because of the potentially emotional nature of the discussion, 

participants exhibiting signs of distress would be provided with mental health community 

referral resources. 

Data Analysis 

Phenomenological Data Analysis 

 In phenomenological reduction, the researcher has the task of describing the 

textural qualities of the data. The steps of phenomenological reduction first include 

bracketing in which everything other than the research is set aside. Bracketing allows 

the researcher to concentrate completely on the topic and research question at hand. 

Starks and Trinidad (2007) discuss bracketing and state that the researcher:  

must be honest and vigilant about her own perspective, pre-existing 
thoughts and beliefs, and developing hypotheses … engage in the self-
reflective process of “bracketing,” whereby they recognize and set aside 
(but do not abandon) their a priori knowledge and assumptions, with the 
analytic goal of attending to the participants’ accounts with an open mind (p. 
1376).  

The next step in the data analysis process is horizonalizing. At first, all statements 

are given equal value but then “horizons” are identified, and only statements pertaining 
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to the research question and topic are included (Moustakas, 1994). After horizons are 

identified, they are grouped into themes, and a textural description of each participant’s 

experience is developed. Ultimately, “In the process of explicating the phenomenon, 

qualities are recognized and described; every perception is granted equal value, 

nonrepetitive constituents are linked thematically, and a full description is derived” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 96). 

In this study, the previously described data analysis procedure was employed. 

Bracketing occurred by the researcher creating the subjectivity statement before the 

study began, revisiting the subjectivity statement throughout data collection, data 

analysis, and the final writing process. Bracketing also occurred as the researcher took 

process notes throughout the entire research process.  

Once the interviews were transcribed, the researcher employed horizonalizing by 

combing through the transcripts and identifying and extracting all statements that 

pertained to the research topic. Then, the researcher grouped horizons into individual 

themes. Once individual themes were established, the researcher compared themes 

among participants to determine which themes would remain individual themes and 

which themes would be composite horizons—horizons shared among all four 

participants. From these individual and composite horizons, individual textural, 

individual structural, textural composite and structural composite descriptions were 

developed. Audit trails were created to track the decision making process through 

journaling and voice memos. 

Imaginative Variation 

 After phenomenological reduction, the researcher must engage in the process of 

imaginative variation with the purpose of exploring all the potential meanings of the data 
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in an effort to better understand the essence of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). 

Moustakas (1994) outlines the step-by-step process of imaginative variation. These are: 

1) Systematic varying of the possible structural meanings that underlie the 
textural meanings; 2) Recognizing the underlying themes or contexts that 
account for the emergence of the phenomenon; 3) Considering the 
universal structures that precipitate feelings and thoughts with reference to 
the phenomenon, such as the structure of time, space, bodily concerns, 
materiality, causality, relation to self, or relation to others; 4) Searching for 
exemplifications that vividly illustrate the invariant structural themes and 
facilitate the development of the structural description of the phenomenon. 
To complete the process of imaginative variation, the researcher writes a 
structural description for each participant. By completing imaginative 
variation, the researcher has the opportunity to recognize that there are 
many roads to understanding a particular phenomenon, all of which are 
likely connected to the central essence of the experience (p. 99). 

Synthesis of Meaning and Essences 

Developing a synthesis of meaning and essence is the last step in transcendental-

phenomenological analysis. According to Moustakas (1994), this step entails the 

researcher creating a statement that describes the essence of the experience. Thus, by 

integrating the textural and structural describing, a final essence statement is developed 

by the researcher. It is important to note, however, that the essence statement is only a 

reflection of the experience of the phenomenon at that time, viewed through the lens of 

that researcher, in the context of that place, and “The essences of any experience are 

never totally exhausted” (p. 100). 

Validity 

 Perhaps validity is one of the most important and frequently debated topics in 

qualitative research. In ordinary language, the notion of validity refers to how “true” 

something is. However, among postmodernist scholars, there may be some discomfort 

or rejection of the notion “that we can have direct, unmediated knowledge of the world” 

(Schwandt, 2001, p. 267). In qualitative research, creating standards of validity are 
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challenging as qualitative researchers try to incorporate rigor, subjectivity, and creativity 

in the scientific process. Thus, in order to assure validity in qualitative research, specific 

research criteria are developed, threats to validity are identified, strategies are 

employed to address these threats, and any claims to knowledge are made overt and 

explicit (Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 2001). Thomas and Magilvy (2011) summarize 

Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) model of trustworthiness related to qualitative research. 

Briefly, this model includes four criteria for trustworthiness that include: 1) credibility—

how reflective descriptions or interpretations are of the human experience being 

studied, 2) transferability—the extent to which findings or methods transfer from one 

group to another, 3) dependability—the extent to which a researcher can understand 

and explain the decisions employed by the researcher, and 4) confirmabilty—the extent 

to which an awareness and transparency has been established throughout the various 

stages of the research process.  

 When addressing issues of validity in phenomenological research, Patton (2002) 

discusses that research “must remain only and always an interpretation” (p. 114). 

Therefore, rather than reaching for truth or certainty to increase the validity of 

phenomenological research, the researcher instead employs strategies designed to 

increase the transparency of the research process and ensure the credibility of the data. 

In order to secure the trustworthiness of this study, I incorporated the following 

validation strategies: 

1. Member checking—Member checking is a process in which the researcher shares 
the data with the participants in an effort to clarify uncertainties about meaning and 
ensure the results accurately reflect the experiences of the participants. Since only 
two interviews were conducted, member checking took place between the first and 
second interview. In addition, member checking also took place in the final stages 
of the research as final individual textural and structural descriptions were shared 
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with the participants and modifications based on the participants’ experiences 
were finalized. 

2. Audit Trails—Audit trails were created and included all data (including the raw data 
and analyzed data throughout the various stages of data analysis) as well as 
process and self-reflection notes that fully disclose the decisions made throughout 
the research process.  

3. Peer debriefing—Peer debriefing included meeting with peers in the qualitative 
support group to review the methodological process, receive feedback, and attend 
to other issues related to the validity and trustworthiness of the study. 

4. Subjectivity statement—A subjectivity statement is included to promote self-
awareness and reflection for the researcher and promote a thorough bracketing 
process. 

5. Create rich, thick descriptions—Chapter 4 includes rich, detailed descriptions with 
the intent to allow readers to understand the participants’ experience of self-
forgiveness as accurately as possible. 
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS 

Chapter 4 delineates the findings of this study. Phenomenological analysis, as 

previously described in Chapter 3, was used to analyze the individual interview data. 

Chapter 4 is composed of the following three sections: (a) textural and structural 

descriptions for each participant, (b) composite (or combined) textural and structural 

descriptions of the four participants, and (c) the essence statement of the phenomenon.  

 The results of phenomenological research focus on the participants’ combined 

experience, in this case the experience of self-forgiveness. This combined experience 

will be evident in the results presented, which include both composite textural and 

structural descriptions and the essence statement of the phenomenon. However, in 

order to present the variability within participants’ reflections, individual textural and 

structural descriptions of each participant are also presented. Each individual textural 

and individual structural description starts with a brief description of the participant. 

Based on and RCT framework, participants were asked what they would like to include 

in their individual opening description which could include aspects of their identity such 

as ethnicity, religious/spiritual affiliation and/or beliefs, sexual orientation, and family 

roles (e.g., being a mother, daughter, partner, etc.). Although the women did not choose 

to include all of these aspects of their identity in their description (which could have 

provided important context related to their background), the researcher felt it critical to 

empower the women to represent themselves in the way that they decided. Some 

women chose to include the nature of their charges in their description, and one of them 

preferred that her criminal charges not be included in her opening description. One 

participant was unable to be contacted to confirm her description, so the researcher 
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created a brief description (comprised of similar information to that of the other 

participants) based on the information discussed during the interviews. The researcher 

wrote the opening descriptions based on the aspects of the women’s identity that they 

wanted to include in the descriptions (with the exception of the one participant who 

could not be contacted). In addition, the individual textural descriptions depict a 

participant’s experience as she describes it; whereas, the individual structural 

descriptions depict the researcher’s understanding of how the participant experienced 

the phenomenon. In order to organize the textural and structural descriptions, the 

researcher developed meaning units—self-defining, self-delimiting statements that 

express a distinct characteristic of an individual’s experience (Stones, 1988). In the 

textural and structural descriptions to follow, actual statements spoken by participants 

are designated with quotation marks.  

 Following the individual textural and individual structural descriptions for each 

participant, composite textural and composite structural descriptions are offered. These 

composite summaries are a combination of the participants’ descriptions and the 

researcher’s understanding of self-forgiveness as it is experienced by the participants. 

Composites are organized using horizons—“textural meanings and invariant 

constituents of the phenomenon” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 97). Horizons were created by 

discovering similarities among participants’ meaning units. The shared horizons for this 

study were the following: 1) self-forgiveness as self-acceptance, 2) self-forgiveness as 

growth and change, 3) self-forgiveness as an ongoing process, and 4) self-forgiveness 

and the significant others (See Appendix C). Finally, using the shared horizons that 
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arose from the participants’ experiences and meaning units, the researcher created a 

final essence statement of the examined phenomenon. 

Individual Textural and Individual Structural Descriptions 

Overview of Magenta 

Magenta was released from incarceration approximately five years ago. Magenta 

was involved in various educational programs while incarcerated and engaged in the 

mind-body stress reduction transitional program. She currently attends weekly therapy 

sessions, works part-time for a growing technology company and is developing a 

business plan designed to provide female ex-offenders holistic treatment services upon 

release from incarceration. Magenta and I conducted one three hour interview via video 

conferencing. 

Textural Description of Magenta’s Experience 

Magenta described the meaning of self-forgiveness with the statement, “It’s going 

back to acceptance.” Magenta explained how self-forgiveness is, “knowing I’m human. 

I’m not perfect. I am fallible. I am going to make mistakes.” Although Magenta still 

struggles with certain levels of “self-hatred,” she continues to strive to accept herself 

fully. Magenta described her fallibility and humanness as “part of life” and self-

forgiveness is “acknowledgment of all that.” Magenta tries not to escape from reality 

(e.g., through substance abuse) as she did in her past, and she expressed the 

importance of trying to “not be so attached to certain emotions or situations.” She 

attempts to “hit that clarity” in an effort to recognize and accept who she is today even if 

that means never gaining acceptance from others: “This is who I am today, no matter 

even if you stay alone for the rest of your life because nobody will accept you.” Although 

Magenta expressed a deep desire to connect with others and be loved, she expressed 
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the possibility of never achieving this connection. Magenta hopes that she can love and 

accept herself anyway.  

 Magenta talked at length about the challenges she faces as an ex-offender 

related to the legal system and society (e.g., lack of employment options, secure 

housing, overall misunderstanding and judgment from others, etc.). When expressing 

her frustration with these challenges, she discussed the difficult but inevitable role that 

acceptance plays in her life. Magenta expressed, “[acceptance] is a very bitter pill to 

swallow but it goes down every day because I have no other choice than to accept it, 

accept it for what it is.” Magenta discussed how gratitude plays a major part in her ability 

to accept the challenges she faces. Even in her most frustrating and painful moments, 

she seems to be able to tap into an ability to “look around” and see the positive aspects 

of her life that include friends who support her unconditionally, opportunities she has 

been given for employment, and the hope she has to fulfill her dreams and be of service 

to other female offenders.  

 Magenta first expressed the need for acceptance but then stated the next step in 

the self-forgiveness process as, “being able to put it to the side and move forward.” 

Magenta discussed the countless changes she has made and expressed, “Who I am 

today is 75 million times better than who I was in ’99.” Magenta expressed, “I’m working 

diligently” and “I’ve got a vision” when referring to her current job and her future career 

aspirations, respectively. At first, Magenta was unable to ever see the possibility of 

forgiving herself; however, she was able to reflect at length on the positive changes she 

has made in her life, including working with female ex-offenders upon her release, 

engaging in daily acts of kindness that help others, and cultivating her vision to provide 
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better treatment for female ex-offenders. After reflecting on these changes during the 

interview, Magenta considered the possibility of achieving her own sense of self-

forgiveness. She stated, “I can definitely see progression and growth,” and as she 

referred to her inability to ever self-forgive, she stated, “Maybe I should never say 

never.” Magenta was not able to believe that she could ever forgive herself, and did not 

even explicitly express hope in ever being able to do so. However, by the end of the 

interview, Magenta considered self-forgiveness as a little less impossible as her “never 

say never” comment implied a bit of hope in acquiring her own sense of self-forgiveness 

one day. 

In addition to self-acceptance and growth and change being important aspects of 

self-forgiveness, Magenta also discussed self-forgiveness as a process. Although at 

moments, Magenta described self-forgiveness as a finite, achievable moment in time, 

her description of self-forgiveness also implied that it was an ongoing process. Magenta 

expressed her finite understanding of self-forgiveness with comments such as, “It 

definitely means something, but I don’t have that.” She further expressed, “Self 

forgiveness, nonexistent” and “I definitely think that self-forgiveness is something that I 

probably will never know in my lifetime.” She solidified the finite nature of self-

forgiveness with comments such as “Now do I have that? No” and “Will I ever get that? 

I’m not going to say no but I can’t see it happening.” Magenta discussed self-

forgiveness as something that one is able to acquire at a particular point in time and she 

clearly expressed her inability to yet acquire it. However, Magenta also described the 

self-forgiveness process as ongoing as she was able to articulate aspects of self-

forgiveness (i.e.,  self-acceptance, growth and change, giving back to others, a sense of 
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struggle, and gratitude) that are also ongoing. Although she was able to endorse 

engaging in some of these ongoing aspects of self-forgiveness, she denied the ability to 

forgive herself on a more holistic level. In addition, Magenta implied the ongoing nature 

of the self-forgiveness process as she shared her hypothetical response to other female 

offenders like herself who expressed an inability to self-forgive. Magenta stated that she 

would tell them, “Thanks for your honesty but you need to work on that.”  

 Although Magenta never expressed her ability to self-forgive, she could not 

discuss self-forgiveness without articulating the countless ways in which she has tried to 

live her life “paying it forward.” Magenta explained, “I constantly always think about what 

I can do to make it better for that one,” “I want a job helping other people like me” and 

“A lot of people benefited from the work I did.” Even during Magenta’s incarceration, she 

discussed various helping positions in which she engaged (e.g., “I was … a teacher’s 

aide” and “A lot of my jobs that I had while I was in prison were helping others”).  

Magenta even discussed the importance of the legal work she conducted on her own 

case and the positive impact that it has made (i.e., “My life and my case have touched 

thousands of people that I’ll never even know”). She continuously expressed a desire 

that her life’s work is to be able to start a company created to provide holistic treatment 

to female ex-offenders (i.e., “I would love to open up my own company”) with a primary 

purpose of being able to put “a person in a position to be able to have a life they never 

thought possible.”  

Although Magenta possesses a strong desire to “pay it forward” and live a service-

oriented life, she ironically finds the most difficult struggle to self-forgive related to an 

unforgiving society (i.e., “It is really difficult to self-forgive when you’re in an environment 
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that is totally unforgiving”). She expressed the conditional nature of her self-forgiveness 

process as she stated, “I believe that for me self-forgiveness could only happen if things 

were different in society.” Magenta discussed her desire to be honest about the struggle 

to self-forgive as she stated, “I could say, ‘Oh yes, I forgive myself’ and glaze right over 

all the other internal things that are going on.” For example, “I still harbor anger toward 

self” and “I do believe that that anger toward self is never going to go away.” Magenta 

stated, “I’ve wasted so much that I’ll never be able to get back.”  

Although Magenta expressed struggle with the self-forgiveness process, part of 

her experience included an authentic, emotional expression of gratitude, “Even on my 

bad days, I know how blessed I am.” As previously discussed, Magenta’s ability to find 

gratitude for her relationships, employment, housing and freedom cultivates her 

acceptance process, which is a core component of Magenta’s description of self-

forgiveness. Magenta discussed the difficulty in remembering close friends who are still 

incarcerated and serving life sentences, and expressed gratitude to have been “afforded 

the opportunity to make it back out here.” Magenta expressed gratitude for simple acts 

of kindness from others, “It’s very real. Sitting down to a table knowing someone cooked 

something for you” and “It’s real when people call you to check on you.” For Magenta, 

gratitude allows her to cultivate acceptance, and this acceptance may allow her to self-

forgive one day. 

Structural Description of Magenta’s Experience 

It was evident that for Magenta, self-acceptance was the essence of and first step 

to the process of self-forgiveness. When Magenta discussed her humanness, the 

mistakes she will inevitably make, and the role of self-acceptance as a means to self-

forgive, she was speaking in hypothetical terms because very soon after, she clearly 
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stated, “Now do I have that? No.” In other words, Magenta was able to articulate the 

role of self-acceptance as a part of the self-forgiveness process but has yet to fully 

experience it. Magenta intellectually knows that she is allowed to be human and make 

mistakes but is unable to let go of her deeper levels of self-hatred. When Magenta 

reflects back on the time of her release five years ago, she thought that by now she 

would have been a lot more self-sustaining, fulfilled in her career, and connected with 

others. Magenta continues to feel frustration with an unforgiving society in which she 

often feels isolated, judged and unable to receive equal opportunity for housing and 

employment. These challenges are certainly difficult to accept. However, despite the 

challenges she faces, Magenta no longer wants to escape from difficult emotions such 

as anger, fear, and shame. She seeks to accept and acknowledge these emotions and 

find gratitude in the loving relationships she does have in her life and her current 

employment and housing situation.  

After Magenta described the central role of self-acceptance as a means to self-

forgive oneself, she articulated that another major component in self-forgiveness is 

related to growth and change. Magenta described this growth and change by being able 

to acknowledge past mistakes but put them to the side and move forward. Magenta 

described how she has moved forward since her release by working approximately 80 

hours a week serving other female offenders, drastically reducing her substance intake, 

and creating a business plan that provides holistic services to female ex-offenders. 

Although Magenta expressed that growth and change was a necessary aspect of the 

self-forgiveness process, she still did not endorse her ability to self-forgive (in spite of all 

the changes she has made). However after sharing all the positive changes she has 
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made in her life, Magenta was able to recognize that maybe this growth and change 

that she recognizes in herself might give her the permission to self-forgive. One aspect 

of this is in Magenta’s potential to self-forgive may feel promising in that she is able to 

identify positive growth and change. However, it might also mean that Magenta 

perceives that she is not already worthy of self-forgiveness and only until she is able to 

achieve some obscure self-forgiveness criteria will she be worthy enough to fully accept 

herself. 

 Based on the absolute nature of many of Magenta’s comments, self-forgiveness 

is something that happens at a certain point in time. From Magenta’s perspective, she 

has not reached that point in time and is unsure if she ever will. Throughout the 

interview, Magenta discussed the conditional nature of her ability to self-forgive such as 

needing to see changes in society. However, Magenta was beginning to consider how 

her ability to self-forgive might change her perceptions of society and others and vice 

versa. When the researcher asked Magenta what she would say to a client of hers who 

was unable to self-forgive, she stated that she would thank the client for her honesty 

and then say, “But you need to work on that.” Although Magenta expressed a finite point 

in time that self-forgiveness is achieved, this comment as well as her exploration of her 

potential to self-forgive (later in the interview she said, “I should maybe never say 

never”) speaks to the process-orientation of self-forgiveness that Magenta also 

endorsed. Since Magenta recognizes that self-forgiveness means something to her, is 

able to identify the elements of what the process might look like for her and is beginning 

to accept herself fully and unconditionally, one perspective might be that Magenta has 

already started the process of self-forgiveness. Magenta articulated the self-forgiveness 
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process and identified with so many aspects of the self-forgiveness process also 

described by the other women. Since she never explicitly endorsed self-forgiveness as 

a whole, there could be underlying meanings about what the concept self-forgiveness 

means for her. If Magenta were to say, “I’ve started the self-forgiveness process” or “I 

have forgiven myself” it might change her identity, her relationships, and how others 

perceive her. Magenta may feel unworthy of self-forgiveness (based on her expression 

of self-hatred) and therefore deprives herself self-forgiveness and acceptance as a way 

to continue punishing herself for her perceived unachieved potential. 

Magenta expressed a strong identity around not only having compassion and 

empathy for others on a daily basis but also cultivating her vision of committing her life’s 

work to helping other female ex-offenders. Magenta discussed her struggle to self-

forgive in relation to what she has been unable to give back. In essence, Magenta has 

experienced a sense of incongruence between her helping potential and how much she 

currently is able to “pay it forward.” In other words, Magenta deeply desires to be able to 

do more, be more for others, and for that unachieved potential that she perceives, she 

is unable to forgive herself. When Magenta discussed her work with other female 

offenders, she expressed a sense unconditional acceptance and support to help them 

not only obtain employment but enhance their overall wellness. Magenta seemed 

unable to provide herself that same unconditional acceptance and appeared to hold 

herself to a different set of standards for acceptance than that of others. Although 

Magenta can intellectually understand these differential standards, it remains difficult for 

her to digest the possibility that she deserves the kind of love and acceptance for 

herself that she so freely has provided others. 
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Part of Magenta’s experience of self-forgiveness includes a struggle to even see 

how self-forgiveness will ever be part of her healing process. Magenta discussed that 

certain components of her struggle include an unforgiving society in which she finds it 

difficult to sustain full-time employment, secure housing, and overall acceptance from 

people who harbor fear or judgment about her past criminal charges and incarceration. 

Magenta’s struggle to self-forgive is also connected to the hatred she has toward herself 

which is partially related to her unfulfilled potential (e.g., starting her holistic treatment 

center for female ex-offenders) and underutilized talents. Magenta’s struggle with self-

forgiveness may be connected to her desire for external validation from this unforgiving 

society. Magenta explored the possibility of how her ability to self-forgive might actually 

change the way she perceives the unforgiving society. For example, Magenta discussed 

the notion of projection and how her self-hatred could be related to her perception that 

society also has harsh judgments towards her. Magenta considered how treating herself 

with more acceptance and compassion could change the way society perceives and 

treats her as well. Magenta considered how using self-forgiveness as a lens could help 

her cultivate more compassion for herself, view society differently and facilitate her self-

forgiveness process.   

Although Magenta expressed frustration and exasperation with a largely harsh 

society, she displayed a far more tender side of herself when discussing the areas in 

her life for which she is grateful. Even though Magenta never fully endorsed being able 

to self-forgive, the experience of gratitude was very present for her throughout the 

interview and was related to her acceptance process which she described as an integral 

part of self-forgiveness. Throughout Magenta’s description of her barriers to self-
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forgiveness, resistance from society, and challenge to be self-sustaining, the emotion 

that surrounded her deep sense of gratitude for those who have provided her the 

unconditional support and acceptance (e.g., close friends with whom she was 

incarcerated; people who have helped her with employment, housing and friendship 

upon release form incarceration) could not be denied. 

Overview of Sabelle’s Experience 

Sabelle was released from incarceration approximately two years ago and has 

maintained her sobriety since her release. She was involved in the mind-body stress 

reduction program while incarcerated. Sabelle currently works full-time in the service 

industry, attends college full-time, and has career aspirations to be an engineer. She is 

the mother of two children and a dog. Sabelle and I conducted both interviews in her 

home. 

Textural Description of Sabelle’s Experience 

When Sabelle described what self-forgiveness meant to her, she expressed, “I 

guess self-forgiveness for me means, ‘How do I look at the guilt and shame?’ Forgiving 

myself, you know. I don’t have to numb it anymore. I accept it.” In Sabelle’s past, she 

responded to feelings of shame and guilt by “suppressing” and “forgetting” those 

feelings in “however way” and “whatever way” she could. Now, when the guilt and 

shame arise, she has learned to “acknowledge” and “accept” those feelings. Sabelle 

stated, “I’m not trying to mask everything” and “I can just, you know, it happened, you 

know and I forgive myself.” This acceptance process began during a mind-body stress 

reduction program in which she engaged while incarcerated. When Sabelle described 

her meditation process, she expressed, “I’m going to have a moment where it’s just, 

like, okay. It’s okay. They’re just thoughts, that’s all it is.” For Sabelle, accepting her 
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thoughts was the first step in applying acceptance to other parts of her life and most 

importantly, herself. This acceptance has led her to begin the process of self-

forgiveness.  

 In addition to self-acceptance, Sabelle expressed that growth and change have 

been a major part of her self-forgiveness process. Based on some of the more 

challenging aspects of Sabelle’s life background (e.g., abusive past relationships, 

vulnerability to substance addictions, lack of education, etc.) and current stressors (e.g., 

financial strain, lack of custody of her children), the more familiar path would be for 

Sabelle to remain active in her addictions and pattern of destructive relationships. 

However, Sabelle was clear that her self-acceptance and self-forgiveness processes 

were not a means to excuse or justify her past decisions. In fact, Sabelle stated, “It is 

my fault. I did it. I put myself there.” Sabelle discussed the power her addiction had over 

her and that she made unfathomable choices while under the influence—choices she 

would have otherwise never made with a clean and sober mind and body. Sabelle 

expressed how in the past she “ran” from her responsibilities and how guilt and shame 

overwhelmed her so much that she was left feeling stuck and unable to move forward 

and make changes in her life. Sabelle expressed that self-forgiveness “definitely helps 

keep [her] going.” She discussed that continuously working on the self-forgiveness 

process is a way for her to keep “moving forward. . .” and prevent guilt and shame from 

overwhelming her, something that, in the past, only led her to her addiction (i.e., “if I let 

the guilt and shame overwhelm me, then I know where I’ll go”). She said she has to 

“remember to keep moving forward, to not turn to those things.” It was important for 

Sabelle to let people know, “We do change. There are cases, you know, we change.”   
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In addition to Sabelle’s aspects of self-forgiveness that included self-acceptance 

and growth and change, Sabelle also talked about the process of self-forgiveness as 

ongoing. Sabelle stated, “Forgiveness is definitely something that has to be done—for 

me, has to be done over and over and over again.” Sabelle mentioned that there might 

be “people in this world who, like, forgive themselves and it’s over.” As a result, she 

considered that maybe in others’ perceptions she has not “fully forgiven” herself. 

However, Sabelle also expressed, “But for me, I have to, you know, forgive myself every 

time it comes up.” This continuous nature of Sabelle’s self-forgiveness process was also 

expressed in her comment, “Right now, I forgive myself,” which reflected the potentially 

changing nature of her state of self-forgiveness. Like other processes in her life (e.g., 

addictions recovery), Sabelle values taking self-forgiveness “one day at a time.”   

 Throughout Sabelle’s ongoing process of self-forgiveness, she discussed how 

other significant people in her life play a role in this process as well. Sabelle stated how 

she wants to “understand people—other people and where they are.” After Sabelle 

reflected on why she desires to be more empathic towards others, she stated, “I guess 

that would be so that I can forgive them [by] putting myself in their shoes.” Sabelle’s 

self-forgiveness process not only facilitates forgiveness towards others but actions of 

service such as reaching out to friends who have struggled with addictions as well (i.e., 

“You can come here whenever you need to, no questions asked” and “I can tell you 

where to go and point you to people that can help you”). Sabelle discussed self-

forgiveness as having a relational component as she expressed the interconnectedness 

she sees between others and herself (e.g., “I’m them too”). Perhaps though, the most 

important way Sabelle’s self-forgiveness process is relationally connected is how she 
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strives to “ plants those good seeds” when she has the opportunity to spend time with 

her children. She employs a nurturing and honest parenting style. As the relationships 

with her children grow, she has learned from them that they “love” her sobriety and the 

freedom to be open and honest with their mom who is now viewed as a stabilizing force 

in their lives. Thus, Sabelle discussed a primary motivation for her growth and change is 

to “be the lifeline” for her children and “impact their life even though [she’s] not there.”  

Particularly related to the impact Sabelle’s addiction and incarcerations have had 

on her children, part of Sabelle’s experience of self-forgiveness includes a struggle (i.e., 

“before they weren’t safe with me, and now they’re not safe without me”) and the 

feelings associated with having to cope with that reality (i.e., “Just kind of like bricks 

being put on top of me”). Sabelle described, “A lot of forgiving myself, I feel like I have 

set aside until I actually get my children,” that “It’s hard to see the big picture 

sometimes,” “I do have ruts” and “I get complacent.” Sabelle also struggled with self-

forgiveness within the context of an unforgiving society as she expressed an example of 

being unable to obtain better housing, “They put you right back, you know in the holes. . 

.” and “They keep shutting the door in my face.” Although Sabelle strives to continue the 

ongoing processes of self-acceptance and growth related to self-forgiveness, she does 

not minimize the difficulty in persisting through the deep feelings of shame, challenges 

to attend work and school full-time, and judgment and oppression she faces from 

society.  

Despite Sabelle’s struggle with self-forgiveness, she has acquired a sense of 

gratitude as she discussed having moments of reminding herself, “We’re still sucking 

free air” when she is having a “bad day.” For Sabelle, remembering that “It does get 
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worse” allows her to feel grateful for her ability to attend school, work, and have the 

opportunity to continue building relationships with her children. She even expressed 

gratitude for the experience of being incarcerated as she made some “really good 

friends in there.” Although her transition from incarceration, substance abuse recovery, 

and self-forgiveness process is not easy, Sabelle expressed, “It’s better than being all 

up in it again.” Sabelle uses gratitude to as a way to gain perspective, humility, and 

motivation for her continued success. By tapping into feelings of gratitude, Sabelle can 

access a sense of self-acceptance which facilitates her process of self-forgiveness.  

Structural Description of Sabelle’s Experience 

Since Sabelle’s release from incarceration approximately two years ago, she has 

worked very hard to become aware of, fully experience, and accept uncomfortable 

emotions that she used to suppress. In the past, Sabelle was able to numb emotions, 

such as shame and anger, through her substance addiction. However, Sabelle has 

bravely ventured into a different process completely that entails unconditional 

acceptance, such as accepting others, accepting her emotions, accepting the choices 

she has made in her life, and accepting herself. Throughout the interview, Sabelle was 

emotional when discussing the shame surrounding the impact her addictions and 

incarceration has had on her children. However, if Sabelle stays in that place of shame 

too long, she is vulnerable to relapsing in an effort to numb the pain. Sabelle seeks self-

acceptance, so that she can continue to move forward (e.g., go to class and work, work 

on obtaining custody of her children again) in the ways that help her to live a healthier 

life. Through the process of self-acceptance as a means to self-forgive, she can ease 

the feelings of guilt and shame without turning to substances for relief, continue to work 

on her sobriety, and build a future for herself and her children.  
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 Because of the nature of Sabelle’s charges that related to her children, she 

seemed to be especially vulnerable to experiencing debilitating feelings of shame and 

guilt as compared to the other women in the study. Sabelle was clear in the need to 

articulate the responsibility she took for her past actions and the desire to learn and 

experience a different lifestyle than she was exposed to as a child. In her sobriety, 

Sabelle has sought healthier ways to cope with the shame and guilt, one being self-

forgiveness. For Sabelle, growth and change is part of the self-forgiveness process as 

she continues to take responsibility for her actions and make different choices in her life. 

However, she also discussed how self-forgiveness continues to serve as a motivator for 

growth and way to maintain the many changes she has made so far (e.g. enrolling in 

school, building healthy relationships with her children, maintaining her sobriety).  

Rather than self-acceptance (as part of the self-forgiveness process) being an aspect 

that paralyzes Sabelle (e.g., “Everything is okay, so I do not have to grow or change”), it 

actually is a primary force that promotes her growth and change. Contrarily, if she is not 

able to acquire a sense of self-acceptance and acceptance of others, feelings of anger 

and shame surface and her vulnerability to use substances and resort to her previous 

lifestyle increases. 

 As Sabelle discussed the actual process of self-forgiveness, she seemed 

uncertain that her own self-forgiveness process was valid, as she discussed how others 

may have a more finite self-forgiveness process (e.g., they learn to forgive themselves 

and it’s over) than her own.  However, for Sabelle, it is clear that her self-forgiveness 

process is repetitive and ongoing. Even throughout the interview, Sabelle’s dynamic, 

wavering process of self-forgiveness was demonstrated as she explored whether or not 
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she had really forgiven herself, particularly related to the impact her addiction had on 

her children. In one moment, she seemed to feel confident about her ability to 

unconditionally forgive herself (even if only for today). However, when we would discuss 

her children, she hesitated to endorse her ability to ever fully forgive herself until she is 

able to regain custody of her children, demonstrating the sometimes conditional nature 

of her self-forgiveness process. Thus, Sabelle expressed that she is continuing to work 

on a self-forgiveness process that is without conditions (e.g., getting back her children), 

further demonstrating the vacillating, unfolding nature of Sabelle’s experience of self-

forgiveness. This process was reflective of her addictions recovery where she 

recognizes the importance of focusing on the present moment and remaining ever 

aware of her vulnerability to relapse.  

 Related to Sabelle’s ongoing self-forgiveness process, she described the 

circular, relational nature of self-forgiveness in that it has served as a means to forgive 

others and through forgiving others, she better understands herself. Sabelle described 

the relational impact we have on each other as a “chain reaction.” Sabelle’s struggles 

with self-forgiveness are relational in nature in that she struggles most with what she is 

unable to provide for her children, especially as she continues to wrestle with the guilt 

and shame associated with how her addiction and incarceration impacted her children’s 

lives. Nonetheless, as Sabelle came to see interconnectedness between herself and 

others, she expressed value in helping others in whatever way she can, so long as it 

does not compromise her own sobriety and life goals. 

 Although Sabelle expressed a desire to unconditionally forgive herself, part of her 

self-forgiveness process is still conditional in nature. Sabelle sometimes feels unable to 
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forgive herself until she can retain custody of her children. Sabelle, now sober, working, 

and attending school, deeply desires to raise her children in the healthier living 

environment that she has worked so hard to create. However, part of her struggle also 

includes having to constantly overcome the challenges she faces being labeled an ex-

offender (e.g., obtaining safer, nicer housing and legal custody of her children). Now, it 

seems like one of the most difficult parts of Sabelle’s process is being a mother who has 

achieved the clarity to raise her children in a healthy environment but no longer has the 

legal custody to do so based on her past criminal charges. Because of this sometimes 

paralyzing state, Sabelle struggles to self-forgive but fights to continue making positive 

changes in her life based on the faith that whether or not her children are in her custody, 

her recovery will have a positive impact on them. 

Lastly, Sabelle discussed gratitude within the context of her self-forgiveness 

process. Self-forgiveness (and life in general) is not easy for Sabelle. In these moments 

of frustration and despair, however, Sabelle has the ability to find gratitude in even the 

difficult experience of being incarcerated as she was able to experience sobriety and 

develop meaningful relationships with other women. Since the process of self-

forgiveness is ongoing and vacillating for Sabelle, discovering gratitude is also a way to 

cope with the oscillations that are sometimes difficult to experience and a way to 

enhance her current well-being. 

Overview of Vivian’s Experience 

Vivian was released from incarceration on drug-related charges approximately two 

years ago. She has been sober for 7.5 years, is an active member and volunteer in the 

Twelve Steps program, and is attending school full-time with a double major in 

sociology and psychology. She hopes to obtain her Master in Social Work with a 
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specialization in addictions among youthful offenders. Vivian was an active member in 

the mind-body stress reduction program while incarcerated and also participated in a 

meditation one-year re-entry program. Vivian and I conducted the first interview in her 

home and the second interview at her local Twelve Steps community clubhouse. 

Textural Description of Vivian’s Experience 

When Vivian described her self-forgiveness process, she said it started with her 

saying to herself, “Okay, Vivian, you’re all right. You’re not bad, bad, bad.” Despite the 

many mistakes Vivian discussed making in her life and the many voices telling Vivian 

along the way that she was not good enough, she had to come to the realization that 

she was not “bad”—in fact, she was actually fully worthy and deserving of love. Vivian 

grew up in a family culture that was achievement-oriented and had high expectations to 

be the “best” in sports, dance, careers, and retain a high level of social status. Thus, 

Vivian discussed the negative relationship between her perfectionism and self-

acceptance and how the constant need to achieve and be perceived as perfect 

facilitated her criminal behavior and addiction. Vivian strives for self-forgiveness 

everyday in her ongoing process as she constantly has to remind herself to let go of her 

perfectionism and accept herself unconditionally (e.g., “It’s okay if I don’t make this A”). 

She acknowledged the high standards she still sets for herself and expressed, “It’s okay 

if anybody else does it, but it’s not okay if [I do it].” However, Vivian then immediately 

followed with, “It’s okay for me, today.” As Vivian summed up her description of self-

forgiveness as it related to self-acceptance, she concluded, “It’s about being okay in my 

own skin, comfortable, whatever that is, wherever I’m at with it.”  

Once Vivian was able take the first step towards self-forgiveness through the 

process of self-acceptance, she expressed a major implication for doing so, “Once I 
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could forgive myself, all those little puzzles started falling together. I could make 

choices.” Vivian further explained that once she realized that she was not inherently 

“bad,” she could reflect on her past actions and recognize that they were “bad choices.” 

Those choices used to define her; however, Vivian now she sees herself as a worthy 

and deserving person. Vivian was clear when she explained that self-forgiveness is “not 

like all sins forgiven and somebody takes responsibility for that.” In fact, Vivian 

described that an actual part of her self-forgiveness process entailed making significant 

changes in her life (e.g., “I have more so than ever in my life taken responsibility for my 

actions” and “I make great effort to correct myself all the time”). In reference to her 

substance recovery program, Vivian shared, “I have to work my own. That’s the only 

person I can change.” Vivian shared that she has come to recognize that self-

forgiveness has been a part of her ability to “keep moving forward” and later stated, 

“Forgiveness is the motivation that drives me.” Not only is growth and change a 

requirement for Vivian’s self-forgiveness process but it also serves to keep her moving 

in a positive direction toward her life goals of maintaining her sobriety and becoming a 

youth offender addictions specialist.  

When Vivian described the actual process of self-forgiveness, she expressed, “the 

biggest thing for me to be able to do, was to start the self-forgiveness process.” For 

Vivian, starting self-forgiveness meant beginning to accept herself fully and 

unconditionally and coming to understand the choices that she made. This process was 

facilitated by various avenues that are still part of her recovery process today, including 

meditation and Twelve Steps. In reference to the time the process has taken Vivian, she 

shared, “It’s been a real slow process.” She described a previous molestation as the 
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first event for which she was able to forgive herself as she stated, “It took me years.” 

She also described her self-forgiveness progress as similar to the “ongoing” and 

“experiential” nature of her addictions recovery journey and emphasized the importance 

of recognizing the potential changing state of both processes (i.e., “That’s just where I’m 

at today”). Vivian stated that the process started “years before I got out, and it—but it’s 

really come to light since I’ve been out.” Reflective of the ongoing self-forgiveness 

process that Vivian described, she expressed uncertainty with the idea of a finite self-

forgiveness path (i.e., “I don’t know that anyone ever reaches a whole place where 

they’re completely okay with everything that they’ve ever done”). 

Vivian described her self-forgiveness process in relation to forgiveness of other 

significant people in her life (i.e., “I had to forgive those people to be able to forgive 

myself”). In reference to the forgiveness process with her mother, Vivian shared, “Today 

I know that she did as well as she could.” As Vivian explained how her own self-

forgiveness process affected her forgiveness process with her mother, she said “that 

helped me to be able to forgive my mother.” As Vivian reflected on the time lost with her 

children, she expressed, “Time is a non-renewable resource. We can’t get it back but 

what I can do is right here, right now, pay it forward.” Vivian shared her strong values 

related to a service-oriented life, “You get what you give back.” By helping other addicts 

and alcoholics begin and maintain their sobriety, Vivian finds that it also keeps her 

accountable for her own sobriety and strengthens her connections to a community 

invested in her well-being and sobriety. Vivian also seeks to give back the forgiveness 

that she has received in her life (i.e., “to give back what was so freely given to me”). 
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Structural Description of Vivian’s Experience 

Vivian recalled that from a very young age perfectionism played a central role in 

her need to be the best at everything she did. Vivian’s perfectionism enabled her to 

obtain many achievements. However, even when she was able to receive recognition 

for her achievements, the constant need for external validation left her feeling empty. 

Vivian has learned to practice self-acceptance as means to self-forgive but also as a 

means to maintain her sobriety, build healthy relationships with her family and friends, 

and pursue a career in social work. In working toward self-acceptance, Vivian has 

gained awareness of her tendency to view situations and people as ‘good or bad.’ In an 

effort to accept herself and others unconditionally, she currently strives to become 

aware of how her judgments only make her vulnerable to relapse and harsh criticism of 

herself and others. For Vivian, self-acceptance is part of the spiritual foundation that 

facilitates her self-forgiveness and addictions recovery processes. 

Although a major part of Vivian’s recovery and self-forgiveness process entails 

self-acceptance, she also believes that self-forgiveness comes with the responsibility to 

make changes in her life, which she has pursued through various experiences such as 

engaging in Step Four of her Twelve Steps program (i.e., Step Four: Making a 

searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves). By making a list of her actions that 

have hurt others and herself, Vivian had the opportunity to be honest with herself about 

the actions she has taken in her life. However, after creating a moral inventory, Vivian 

was asked by her sponsor to create an asset for every item on the moral inventory. 

Vivian discussed that identifying her assets was more difficult than listing her mistakes 

but implied that this is when the real growth and change started to take place. Vivian 

made a lot of references to her past and the difficulty of making a change, specifically 
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related to her addiction. However, through her work in multiple therapeutic avenues 

(e.g., Twelve Steps, meditation), Vivian has been able to create and maintain change 

like she was not able to before. The self-forgiveness process required Vivian to make 

changes in her life but forgiveness also serves as a motivator for Vivian to continue 

making the changes that are in line with the vision she has for her life today. 

 When Vivian described self-forgiveness, she used her similar journey through 

addictions recovery as a way to describe the process. After Vivian came to the 

realization that she could live a life in which she was not defined by her criminal charges 

and active addiction, she started the self-forgiveness process by learning to fully accept 

herself and make different choices in her life. She used variations of the phrase, “It’s a 

process” to illustrate the variations in time and the necessary experiences involved in 

beginning and engaging in these processes. In other words, self-forgiveness and 

recovery did not just happen for Vivian. It took (and continues to take) time, working the 

Twelve Steps and dealing with difficult emotions as they arise through meditation. Also, 

it seemed important for Vivian to understand the normalcy surrounding the fact that 

people very rarely “graduate” to a place of complete self-forgiveness. In fact, the 

ongoing nature of self-forgiveness is just part of the process. Recognizing this ongoing 

process is also a way to release judgments related to whether or not she has “achieved” 

self-forgiveness. Knowing that the process never ends, allows her to build her skills of 

focusing on the present moment—the very strategy that is the foundation of her sobriety 

and allows her to live “one day at a time.” 

 Although Vivian’s self-forgiveness process started with an inward journey to self-

acceptance, she recognizes the systemic and relational impacts of self-forgiveness. The 
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relational nature of Vivian’s self-forgiveness process is reflective of Vivian’s desire to 

live a life that entails empathy for others and a sense of deep interrelatedness. This 

oneness and relational interconnectedness has allowed Vivian to engage in a process 

of self-forgiveness that is linked to forgiveness of others and a service-oriented lifestyle. 

Thus, Vivian’s self-forgiveness process becomes circular in nature and as she self-

forgives, she gives back, and this service helps continue to fuel her self-forgiveness and 

recovery processes. 

Overview of Candice’s Experience 

Candice has two children and is the primary caregiver to her newborn grandchild. 

Candice is a six-time convicted felon and participated in the mind-body stress reduction 

program cycle numerous times while incarcerated. Candice was last released from 

incarceration approximately one year ago. Candice has been sober for three years, 

works part-time, and attends school full-time. She is pursuing a career in social work. 

Candice and I conducted the first interview in her home and the second at the 

community clubhouse where her Twelve Steps meetings take place. 

Textural Description of Candice’s Experience 

Candice explained that the first step in her self-forgiveness process was to begin 

to acquire a sense of self-acceptance. Candice stated, “It has to begin with you have to 

accept it.” She discussed self-acceptance as a means to self-forgive by discussing how 

“forgiving yourself” is related to “accepting you for who you are.” When referring to the 

trauma caused by others as well as the “bad deeds” she committed, she stated, “I had 

to accept what had been done to me or what I had done to someone.” Candice shared 

the importance of being transparent and honest about her life experiences (i.e., “I’m a 

six-time convicted felon, finally getting a life”) in an effort to accept herself and “no 
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longer live a lie.” Candice shared that this honesty can sometimes come with the risk of 

being rejected by others (i.e., “Some people accept that and some people, you know, 

when you tell them you’re a six [time convicted felon] will turn and run the other way”). 

However, Candice shared that she believes that a person should accept her “all the way 

around.” After a lot of self-reflection and recovery work, finally Candice can say, “I feel 

that comfortable with who I am.” 

 Candice discussed the many changes she has made in her life thus far, which 

include maintaining her sobriety, being involved in her children’s lives, being an active 

member and volunteer in the Twelve Steps program, and working and going to school. 

In reference to becoming sober, Candice stated, “to make that change was a big move, 

you know, because first of all, I had to be willing.” Candice expressed finally coming to a 

“point” in her life where lasting change started to take place. Candice stated, “Today 

things are different for me.” In reference to Candice’s past mistakes, she expressed, 

“You have to forgive yourself, and you can’t dwell in that.” In fact, Candice discussed 

the repetitive nature of her relapse process and the tendency for her to get “stuck” in her 

past mistakes. Candice expressed, “You have got to find a point where that vicious 

cycle stops.” She expressed how in the past, she was a completely different person and 

it was her addiction that was driving her to engage in a lot of her past behaviors. 

Candice also stated that “I don’t have the motivation to get high or drunk.” In reference 

to her past self and current self she expressed, “I have to forgive that person so that I 

can be this person.” For Candice, in no way does self-forgiveness excuse her past 

actions. In fact, it appeared that for Candice, self-forgiveness without change was not 
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self-forgiveness (e.g., “I can’t just say, ‘Okay, I forgive myself today. I can go out and do 

it tomorrow … that ain’t gonna work … that is justification’”). 

As Candice discussed self-forgiveness, she said, “It’s a process” and “It begins 

with you.” Candice discussed the intrapersonal nature of her self-forgiveness process 

as she stated, “It had to start with me. I had to start the process.” Although Candice 

expressed, “It’s really hard to put into terms,” she clearly believed that it is an “ongoing 

thing.” For Candice, the “ongoing” nature of her self-forgiveness process entailed 

reminding herself that she has forgiven herself as opposed to actually re-engaging in 

the self-forgiveness process itself. The “ongoing” nature of self-forgiveness a descriptor 

for Candice’s self-forgiveness process. However, she also described it as an actual 

benefit in that the ongoing process prevents her from falling off her “horse” by getting 

too “vain” or “overconfident.”   

Candice described her self-forgiveness process in relation to forgiveness of her 

mother, as she stated, “After I forgave me, I had to learn to forgive my mom.” Through 

her own self-forgiveness, Candice could come to a better understanding of her mother’s 

“sickness.” Candice expressed, “I had to forgive her because she didn’t know [that she 

was sick too].” Candice also described the relational implications of her ability to self-

forgive as she stated that once she was able to forgive herself, “then all of the sudden, 

[she was] talkin’ to people—[her family].” Candice also discussed the relational benefits 

that she experienced as a result of her self-forgiveness process (e.g., “and they’re like 

supporting you. ‘I’m proud of you’ You know, and you—you’re like, ‘You never said that 

before’”). Candice also discussed how her life experiences, as well as working through 

her self-forgiveness and recovery processes, are a major reason she pursues a service-



 

77 

oriented way of living and career goals in social work (e.g., “If I save one life out there, 

then maybe that’s my purpose and I’ve achieved that,” “Who would have thunk [sic] that 

I would be able to help somebody else”). 

Similar to her self-forgiveness process, Candice’s sense of gratitude is related to 

her substance recovery program (e.g., “They [A.A.] teach you a lot about gratitude”). 

Candice expressed, “I’m not out there in that chaos” and “What I have now is so much 

better than what I had then.” Candice’s discussed the spiritual nature of her gratitude as 

she stated, “being grateful to the God of my understanding.” Finding gratitude in the 

simple things is also part of Candice’s process as she expressed, “Okay well, you do 

have an arm” and “I have credit cards. I’ve never had them in my entire life.” Even in 

difficult times, Candice expressed her commitment to the practice of finding gratitude, “If 

I was homeless or whatever and I was sober and working a program, I would still have 

gratitude.” Candice’s stated how her past has impacted her ability to find and value 

gratitude, “In the past, I wasn’t able to see gratitude. But because of the past, I can see 

gratitude in anything I do today.” 

Structural Description of Candice’s Experience 

In response to the first interview prompt, “Tell me a little bit about yourself,” without 

hesitation Candice said, “I’m a six-time convicted felon, finally getting a life.” When 

asked later about why she opened with a description of her criminal history, Candice 

said, “I think we should be upfront.” For Candice, the first step in the self-forgiveness 

process was learning to accept herself. In the process of learning to self-accept, 

Candice practiced (and continues to practice) being transparent and honest. This 

practice seemed to validate and continue to strengthen her ability to self-accept. She 

also described that she used to experience shame associated with certain aspects of 
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her life (e.g., her sexuality) but that she no longer has to feel ashamed about who she 

is. Even before Candice was able to surrender to a higher power through her addictions 

recovery program, she expressed the necessary step of having to look inward, be 

honest with herself about the dire state of her life, and acquire a sense of self-

acceptance.  

After Candice was able to begin the self-acceptance process, she discussed that 

change really started taking place when she reached her “bottom”—a common word 

used in the Twelve Steps program to describe a turning point in an addict or alcoholic’s 

life when the pain of the addiction supersedes the pain of not using. Instead of 

alcoholism being her motivation, she is now motivated to maintain the positive changes 

she has made in her life and work to further develop them. Candice extensively 

discussed that creating a life for herself not only takes desire but very hard work and 

that she continues to fight for her sobriety daily. For Candice to self-forgive, it was 

important to acknowledge not only the destructive nature of dwelling on her past 

mistakes but also the risk to her sobriety and the “stuckness” that it caused. In fact, 

growth and change was a requirement for Candice to self-forgive. For Candice, self-

forgiveness without growth and change was only rationalization or justification.   

 In the beginning of Candice’s recovery process, she discussed that she was 

“totally against God,” so even surrendering to a higher power was not her first step (as it 

is for many people who are active in the Twelve Steps program). Candice highlighted 

that her recovery process had to begin with her being “okay,” and the self-forgiveness 

process started with her reflecting, examining her past errors, and forgiving herself. 

Candice also articulated her unique process of self-forgiveness as being ongoing. This 
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never ending nature appeared to serve as a means to remain humble in her process 

and keep her on her “horse.” If Candice started to believe that any process was 

complete (e.g., addictions recovery, self-forgiveness, self-acceptance), then she might 

loose the motivation to continue engaging in her meditation practice, attending Twelve 

Steps meeting, or other attending to aspects of her life that maintain her health and 

wellness. 

The relational nature of Candice’s self-forgiveness process is reflected on many 

levels that include forgiveness of others, living a service-oriented life, making amends, 

and building relationships with significant people in her life. Candice expressed the 

systemic, universal nature of the concept of forgiveness as she believed that it is 

something everyone has “issues” with. For Candice, the self-forgiveness process is 

inextricably related to others in many ways. Thus, Candice shared that her education 

paired with her life experiences, will make her especially proficient at being able to help 

others who have been through similar struggles.  

Throughout the interviews, Candice used her process of recovery from alcoholism 

to describe how her self-forgiveness process was similar. Candice’s experience of self-

forgiveness and sense of gratitude is related in that through her recovery and ability to 

experience compassion and forgiveness for herself, she is able to identify gratitude for 

her sobriety, supportive relationships, time with her children, and opportunity to attend 

school and attain her career goals. Candice also finds gratitude in her difficult past 

experiences as it has provided her with the perspective necessary to recognize all she 

finds gratitude in today. 
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Composite Textural Descriptions 

The composite textural description provides an overall description of all four 

participants’ textural descriptions. The shared horizons are used as a guide to provide a 

combined look at the experience of self-forgiveness. The shared horizons include the 

following: 1) self-forgiveness as self-acceptance, 2) self-forgiveness as growth and 

change, 3) self-forgiveness as a ongoing process, and 4) self-forgiveness and 

significant others. 

Self-forgiveness as Self-acceptance 

All of the women described self-acceptance as part of the self-forgiveness 

process. In the past, the women tended to “mask everything” or find ways to “numb” 

feelings about their past traumas and/or the lifestyles in which they were engaged. 

However, the women described the importance of achieving “clarity,” recognizing that 

they were “human” and “fallible,” and learning to be “okay” with themselves.  

When it came to acceptance and other significant people in the women’s lives, 

most women described that part of the process also included “accept[ing] what had 

been done to [them]”, and some participants described the importance of accepting 

themselves even if they were unable to receive acceptance from others.  

For the women who expressed being able to start the self-acceptance process, the 

results were that they were able to release the heavy burden of guilt and shame (that 

often led to a destructive lifestyle) and learn to be “comfortable” in their own “skin.” 

Self-forgiveness as Growth and Change 

All participants described growth and change as an important aspect in the self-

forgiveness process. Part of their self-forgiveness process actually entailed 

acknowledging the aspects of their life that they wanted to change (e.g., substance 
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addictions, strained relationships with children, illegal behavior, etc.), not “dwell[ing]” in it 

(e.g., past mistakes, feelings of guilt and shame, etc.), and feeling “empowered” to 

“make choices.” In fact, taking responsibility “more so than ever” was a major aspect of 

their ability to begin “do[ing] something different.” Participants described self-

forgiveness as “being able to put it to the side and move forward.” The women did not 

perceive self-forgiveness as “all sins forgiven” and then “go out and do it tomorrow.” In 

fact, an authentic self-forgiveness process was about growth and change to “better 

[them] selves.” 

Self-forgiveness as an Ongoing Process 

The women described self-forgiveness as an “ongoing” process that has to be 

done “over and over and over again.” With it being unlikely that “anyone ever reaches a 

whole place where they’re completely okay with everything they’ve every done,” it was 

important for the women to recognize their ability to self-forgive “today” and 

acknowledge the changing state of the process. In addition, that there was no time limit 

on the process but some experienced the process as “real slow.”  

The women also described the process as “experiential” in that one is not able to 

intellectualize or skip the process to get to the outcome of self-forgiveness. Rather, the 

women have to work the process of noticing emotions as they arise, use self-

forgiveness as one way to address those emotions, and recognize the importance of 

living just for “today” and dealing with what is here “right now.” 

Self-forgiveness and Significant Others 

The participants discussed self-forgiveness as an internal process with systemic, 

relational impacts on their families, friends, and communities. The women described 

how self-forgiveness was related to “paying it forward” through forgiveness of others 
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(e.g., “I had to forgive those people to be able to forgive myself” and “After I forgave me, 

I had to learn to forgive my mom) and acts of service with the belief that “You get what 

you give back.” Although most of the women expressed the necessity of establishing 

and accepting “boundaries” with others as a means to maintain their own recovery, 

most of the women were pursuing careers “helping other people like [them]” and had at 

some point reached out to family or friends who needed help with the realization that 

“I’m them, too.”  

Women who struggled with the self-forgiveness process found the most difficulty 

dealing with what they were not able to give others (e.g., children, community) in the 

past and/or current awareness of what they could be providing to others (e.g., children, 

community) if they were not dealing with the challenges mostly related to the financial 

and legal repercussions of their addictions and criminal charges. 

Composite Structural Descriptions 

The composite structural description is the researcher’s interpretation of 

participants’ self-forgiveness process as a combined experienced. There are four 

shared horizons which again include: 1) self-forgiveness as self-acceptance,2) self-

forgiveness as growth and change, 3) self-forgiveness as a ongoing process, and 4) 

self-forgiveness and significant others. 

Self-forgiveness as Self-acceptance 

The life contexts and backgrounds of the women included difficult challenges at a 

minimum and often severe trauma. Certainly, these life circumstances helped create the 

breeding ground for substance abuse and addictions, abusive relationships, and 

associated illegal behavior that inevitably led to their incarceration/s.  In order to self-

medicate, they learned to “numb” and “mask” their feelings (essentially do anything but 
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fully experience and accept) mainly through substance addictions. Upon incarceration, 

the women were often coping with deep pain and difficult emotions (some of which 

included enormous amounts of shame, guilt, and anger) and had not received adequate 

treatment that allowed them to process those feelings.  

Most of the women described experiencing some kind of “turning point,” described 

as gaining a sense of clarity. Although the women often experienced forced detox 

through incarceration, it was through making the choice to engage in therapeutic 

modalities, such as a mind-body stress reduction program, Twelve Steps, and 

education that their recovery process was actually facilitated. Through this process, they 

began acknowledging and accepting their past trauma and understanding how it led to 

them to addiction, illegal behavior and/or affiliations, and destructive relationships. In 

addition, rather than suppressing the difficult emotions such as anger, shame, and guilt, 

they learned to accept and experience these emotions and validate them for the first 

time.  

Although self-forgiveness has several facets (as further described), the women 

had to first accept themselves before they could begin making the changes they wanted 

to see related to their sobriety, rebuilding relationships with children and family, and 

pursuing their career goals. For the one participant who was clear that she has not been 

able to self-forgive, she expressed that self-forgiveness is about self-acceptance, even 

though she has yet to achieve that for herself.  

In order to self-forgive, the women had to acknowledge that they had endured 

severe pain and trauma, understand how that impacted them, accept that they were 

doing the very best they could at the time, realize that they weren’t all “bad, bad, bad,” 
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and become comfortable with who they are now. Only after the process of self-

acceptance had started, could they begin the self-forgiveness process. 

Self-forgiveness as Growth and Change 

For the women, part of their past struggles with addiction and illegal activity 

(and/or association with) was that they felt stuck and unable to make changes in their 

life. Some even described dire moments of feeling desperate to change but not knowing 

how to live any differently. One hypothesis is that self-forgiveness might elicit 

rationalizations or justifications that might prevent positive changes. However, the 

women in this study experienced quite the opposite. In fact, the lack of opportunity 

and/or inability at the time to process through these overwhelmingly difficult emotions 

(e.g., shame, guilt, anger, etc.) was what was keeping them tied up in the legal system 

and stuck in addictions and destructive relationships.  

Taking responsibility to make changes in their lives was a central aspect to their 

self-forgiveness processes, and some even described it as a requirement. Thus, for 

these women, self-forgiveness was not self-forgiveness until it entailed the difficult work 

required to make different choices in their lives. Progression and growth seemed to be 

an important aspect that gave credence to their self-forgiveness process. 

Not only was growth and change an important aspect (and even requirement) in 

their self-forgiveness process but the participants who were able to say they had started 

the self-forgiveness process actually described it as a motivating factor for them to 

continue making choices that strengthened their sobriety, relationships with their 

children, and the drive to attain their career goals. 
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Self-forgiveness as an Ongoing Process 

Some of the women had difficulty articulating what the process of self-forgiveness 

actually entailed. However, the phrase “It’s a process” was used a lot to describe self-

forgiveness. The phrase “It’s a process” is commonly used to describe therapy in 

general and recovery programs as they include an enormous amount of self-reflection, 

experiential work, and trust in a sometimes ambiguous outcome. Some of the women 

used their addictions recovery process as a way to describe their self-forgiveness 

process. In Twelve Steps programs, addictions recovery is viewed as a lifetime process. 

This view is not intended to never release addicts and alcoholics from their past 

substance dependency but rather to help them remain aware of their vulnerability to 

their addiction and promote sobriety only one day at a time. For these women, 

acknowledging the ongoing, never-ending nature of self-forgiveness was essential in 

realizing that revisiting self-forgiveness does not mean you failed at it. The “revisiting” is 

okay. In fact, it’s part of the process. 

Self-forgiveness and the Significant Others 

The women discussed the relational impacts of their self-forgiveness process. For 

some, their self-forgiveness process was directly linked to their forgiveness of other 

significant people in their life. It seemed that by accepting self (as part of the self-

forgiveness process), the women created space to be able to understand and forgive 

others. The actions associated with this insight included pursuing careers specifically in 

fields helping female ex-offenders, being a stabilizing force for their children, and being 

a source of emotional support for friends struggling with the same issues that they faced 

in the past or continue to face today. For the women who struggled with the self-

forgiveness process, they found the most difficulty dealing with what they were not able 
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to give others (e.g., children, community) in the past and/or current awareness of what 

they could be providing to others (e.g., children, community) if they were not dealing 

with the repercussions mostly related their addictions and criminal charges. 

The Essence of the Experience 

Based on the women’s stories, self-forgiveness is predominately an internal 

experience that has systemic and relational impacts related to forgiveness of others and 

acts of service. The process involves a combination of self-acceptance and taking both 

responsibility and action to make changes in one’s life. The women experienced self-

forgiveness as an ongoing and lifelong process. 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION 

This research studied the experience of self-forgiveness among four women 

released from prison within the past six years. Although it seems reasonable to consider 

that many definitions of self-forgiveness exist, one author has defined self-forgiveness 

as “the internal process of releasing resentment, loathing, and negative reproach toward 

the self by compassionately choosing to regard self as a fallible but remorseful human 

being, capable of change, committed to personal growth, and worthy of forgiveness” 

(Baker, 2008, p. 63). Although some benefits of self-forgiveness have been reported, 

such as, better physical and mental health (Avery, 2008) and reduced alcohol and drug 

use (Ianni et al., 2010), the topic remains understudied, particularly among certain 

populations who might especially benefit from self-forgiveness.  

 Female criminal behavior has historically been viewed as a less serious problem 

than male criminal behavior and the number of incarcerated women still remains a 

relatively small number compared to men. However, female rates of incarceration are 

quickly rising at nearly twice the rate of men (Harrison & Beck, 2006), and over 30% of 

women in released from state prison were rearrested within six years (McNeil, 2010). 

Research has also shown that women suffer a disproportionate amount of mental 

illness (Mumola, 2000) and physical and sexual abuse (Messina et al., 2006). Given the 

life context and potential risk factors of female offenders, understanding their self-

forgiveness process may be way to understand the forces that promote or inhibit their 

rehabilitation.  

As previously mentioned, this research studied the experience of self-forgiveness 

among four women who were released from prison within the past six years. The 
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women’s experiences resulted in four shared horizons and an essence statement of the 

phenomenon. 

Introduction  

Throughout the interviews on self-forgiveness, the women shared stories that 

included trauma, abusive relationships, familial addictions cycles, and little or no support 

raising their children. The women were clear that acknowledging these factors is not an 

excuse for their illegal behaviors (and/or associations with illegal activities) and clearly 

they did not want to be perceived as victims. However, acknowledging these contextual 

factors is integral to understanding the women’s struggles and successes related to 

rehabilitation and general wellbeing after their release from incarceration.  

This section discusses how the findings of the current literature link to the current 

study. Part of this discussion includes literature that examines self-forgiveness in 

relation to one’s “wrongdoings” or “transgressions.” However, it seems short sighted for 

a researcher to discuss “wrongdoings” for a participant without situating it within the 

context of their lives. For example, consider a child raised in an abusive environment 

where both parents were suffering from an addiction. Is it the “wrongdoing” of a child to 

grow up to be an adult who also suffers from addiction and finds herself in destructive, 

abusive relationships? Or is her alcoholism possibly symptom of the larger family 

disease and way to numb the pain associated with previous trauma?  

Therefore, this discussion seeks to examine the results of the study by 

contextualizing the women’s stories in a way that does not excuse their actions or 

further victimize them but rather attempts to situate their process in a larger life context. 

This section presents implications that are organized according to the following shared 

horizons: 1) self-forgiveness as self-acceptance, 2) self-forgiveness as growth and 
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change, 3) self-forgiveness as an ongoing process, and 4) self-forgiveness and 

significant others. Implications for training, practice and society are discussed and 

suggestions for future research are presented. 

Self-forgiveness as Self-acceptance 

Overview 

Learning to accept themselves as fallible humans, imperfect and likely to make 

mistakes was an integral, and perhaps first step, in beginning the self-forgiveness 

process for the women in this study. Fully validating and accepting the difficult emotions 

(such as shame, guilt, and anger), feeling comfortable in their own “skin,” and accepting 

themselves even without acceptance from others were ways the women further 

articulated their self-acceptance process as it related to self-forgiveness. 

Self-acceptance is often discussed as a critical aspect of mental health (Erikson, 

1964) yet it can be difficult to achieve when individuals are dealing with feelings of guilt 

and shame associated with past transgressions. 

Links to Literature 

Some current literature discusses self-acceptance in relation to self-forgiveness. 

According to Dillon (2001), transformative self-forgiveness occurs when an offender is 

able to overcome the negative stances they have toward themselves, and can also 

manage to repair damaged self-respect. However, Meade (2002) discusses the 

potential for self-forgiveness to be a roadblock to self-forgiveness as “Self-forgiveness 

only adds to the burden of self-condemnation as it attempts to force an entirely 

‘unworthy’ shame-filled client to forgive himself for being so unworthy” (p. 152). In fact, 

Vitz and Meade (2011) actually reject the terminology of self-forgiveness and propose 

that the reported benefits of self-forgiveness are actually the result of self-acceptance. 



 

90 

Therefore, authors propose replacing the term self-forgiveness with self-acceptance. 

Yet, Rempel (2003) discusses self-acceptance and self-forgiveness as different 

constructs, one being related to creating a better self-concept and the other being 

related to the goal of bettering oneself for the sake of others, respectively. 

In terms of empirical research examining the relationship between self-acceptance 

and self-forgiveness, one qualitative study (Ingersoll-Dayton & Krause, 2005) reported 

that for older adults, “self-forgiveness may play an important role in diminishing guilt and 

enhancing self-acceptance” (p. 267). Based on the results of this study, self-acceptance 

is a critical aspect, and perhaps a first step, to beginning the self-forgiveness process. 

Women in this study described the self-acceptance process as acknowledging and 

accepting their own feelings of guilt and shame, then coming to the realization that they 

were “okay” and not “bad, bad, bad.” Based on the findings of this study, gaining self-

acceptance was important in acquiring the emotional stability (e.g., reducing debilitating 

guilt and shame) to move forward with other aspects of the self-forgiveness process, 

such as creating a moral inventory and making amends. Self-acceptance was a critical 

aspect, but not to the extent of the self-forgiveness process for participants in this study. 

Self-forgiveness as Growth and Change 

Overview 

The women in this study described that in the past vicious cycles of addiction and 

overwhelming feelings, such as, guilt and shame served as barriers to growth and 

change in their life. Not only has self-forgiveness been about making significant life 

changes that entail addictions recovery, going back to school, and reconnecting with 

family, but self-forgiveness also served as a motivator for sustaining these changes. 

One participant who described her inability to forgive herself, considered self-
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forgiveness a possibility only after reflecting on all the growth and change she was able 

to identify throughout the interview. 

Links to Literature 

Hall and Fincham (2005) propose distinguishing the difference between “true self-

forgiveness” and “pseudo self-forgiveness.” In “pseudo self-forgiveness,” offenders may 

let go of guilt and act kindly toward themselves. However, the authors discuss that even 

though “true self forgiveness” is often a process that takes time, extensive self-

examination, and potential feelings of discomfort, one may benefit more fully from the 

potential effects of overall wellness. Although Enright et al. (1996) state that “true self-

forgiveness” begins with feelings of shame, remorse, and guilt, Tangney et al. (2005) 

discuss how shame is often associated with anger, irrationality, denying responsibility, 

and externalizing blame. Tangney et al. (2005) discuss the role of shame and guilt for 

perpetrators and explain that, “Feelings of shame and guilt serve as a moral barometer, 

alerting us when we have violated important personal, societal, and moral standards … 

inhibit us from yielding to temptation … motivate us in constructive directions that are 

healthy for both the self and others” (p. 143). In addition, Holgrem (2002) describes the 

potential dangers of self-forgiving prematurely and advocates that clients take 

responsibility, are genuinely remorseful, and seek to make amends to those hurt by 

their wrongdoings. Similarly, Hall and Fincham (2005) explain that “self-forgiveness as 

motivational change rests on the assumption that the offender both acknowledges 

wrong doing and accepts responsibility” (p. 627).  

Some empirical studies have examined reparative behaviors (such as making 

apologies and amends) as part of the self-forgiveness process. Exline and colleagues 

(2011) found that reparative behaviors predicted an increase in self-forgiveness, and 
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Fisher (2010) reported findings that demonstrated an increase of reparative behaviors 

for participants who engaged in a self-forgiveness intervention. Ianni et al. (2010) also 

found that among individuals experiencing high levels of shame, a negative relationship 

between levels of self-forgiveness and substance abuse existed.   

Based on the results of this study, the women characterized their past as a 

“vicious cycle” and a feeling of being “stuck.” As described in the previous literature, for 

some women, part of growth and change did entail taking responsibility by creating a 

moral inventory (as described in the Twelve Steps program) and then making amends 

to the people whom they hurt. For some women, growth and change was a requirement 

in the process of self-forgiveness and without these changes, it was only a way to justify 

or rationalize their past transgressions. However, growth and change was not limited to 

engaging in “reparative behaviors” to make right their wrongs and apologize to those 

they hurt. It also encompassed changing their entire lifestyle through maintaining their 

sobriety, receiving their education, working towards their careers, and being a 

stabilizing, healthy influence on their families and the community. In addition, the 

women in this study described self-forgiveness as a motivator for continued change 

which may be a result of their view of self-forgiveness as a lifelong process. By 

recognizing the process is never over, they acknowledged the struggle in that but also 

the encouragement it provides to maintain the aspects of their life that continue to 

promote positive growth and change. 

Self-forgiveness as an Ongoing Process 

Overview 

Women in the study who believed they had started the self-forgiveness process, 

believed it to be a lifelong process. Much like their addictions recovery, they self-forgive 
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only for “today.” Acknowledging the dynamic nature of their emotions and perspective 

on their past transgressions, they described self-forgiveness itself as ongoing and just 

part of the process. 

Links to Literature 

How the self-forgiveness process unfolds over time has been addressed by many 

authors. Although Enright and The Human Development Study Group (1991) 

acknowledge the unfolding nature and potential time involved in a forgiveness process, 

Diblasio (1998) described cases in which “lasting and true self-forgiveness was granted 

in a day” (p.78). Specifically related to self-forgiveness, Hall and Fincham (2005) 

present a self-forgiveness model and include the cognitive, affective and behavioral 

processes related to self-forgiveness. They also describe forgiveness as having a final 

outcome in that “these processes are the means to an end; namely motivational change 

that constitutes self-forgiveness” (Hall & Fincham, 2005, p. 629). In addition, self-

forgiveness scholars encourage clinicians to beware of seeking an “endpoint” of self-

forgiveness with clients. Instead, they promote a process wherein the offender 

experiences humility and recognizes that “The focus is on the larger community of 

which he or she is one part” (Tangney et al., 2005, p.155). 

Although Bauer (1992) qualitatively explored the process of self-forgiveness and 

described “Self-forgiveness as a pervasive and ongoing process” (p. 154), there is little 

empirical research deconstructing the process of self-forgiveness. Hall and Fincham 

(2008) report being the first to examine how the self-forgiveness process unfolds over 

time and sought to examine the “longitudinal course of self-forgiveness” (p. 182) for 

university undergraduates. Findings from Hall and Fincham (2008) provided preliminary 

support for Hall and Fincham’s (2005) conceptual model of self-forgiveness and 
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indicated that self-forgiveness was a linear process that increased over time. However, 

for the women in this study, the process of self-forgiveness was reminiscent of Bauer’s 

(1992) description of one of the self-forgiveness themes Movement towards Healing:  

“This movement is not smooth or linear; it involved a great deal of struggle and 

vacillation between acceptance and harsh judgment” (p. 155). Based on the results of 

this study, self-forgiveness was not viewed as a decision-based moment in time but 

rather a process that has to be experienced (rather than intellectualized about) and 

revisited many times over the course of one’s lifetime. Initially, the concept of a “lifelong 

process” may seem stifling or overburdening; however, by acknowledging the dynamic 

nature of one’s emotions and perceptions about a particular experience, the women 

viewed the ongoing nature of self-forgiveness as part of the process and emphasized 

the importance of remaining in the present moment. 

Self-forgiveness and Significant Others 

Overview 

For the women in this study, self-forgiveness was an internal process that had 

relational and systemic impacts related to forgiveness of others and acts of service. 

Some women expressed struggling with the process of self-forgiveness and this 

struggle was closely related to the acknowledgement that they regret not having been 

able to give to others and/or what they wished they could give, but are currently unable 

to do so due to their legal and financial situation. 

Links to Literature 

Some literature has discussed the relationship between other forgiveness and self-

forgiveness. A growing body of literature has empirically validated the distinction 

between self-forgiveness and other-forgiveness as separate constructs. In a review of 
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the literature, Mullet, Neto, and Rivière (2005) found that although the personality 

characteristics of self-forgiveness and other-forgiveness are similar, they are distinct 

enough to conceptualize them as separate constructs. Flanigan (1996) views self-

forgiveness as relational in nature, and Rempel (2003) discussed how the goal of self-

forgiveness is to better oneself for others.  

Based on the results of this study, forgiving others and acts of service were ways 

that the women demonstrated the relational and systemic impacts of their self-

forgiveness process. However, unlike Rempel (2003) who discussed the goal of self-

forgiveness being to better oneself for the “sake of others,” the women in this study 

engaged in the process of self-forgiveness for themselves; forgiveness of others either 

served as a precursor to the self-forgiveness process or a result of, and acts of service 

were a part of the healing process that resulted from self-forgiveness (in the context of 

other healing or therapeutic modalities such as Twelve Steps, individual counseling, 

etc.). 

Implications for Training and Practice 

Given the preventative and transformative nature of counseling, counselor 

educators and counselors are well-situated to understand how they can promote growth 

and healing among the female offender population in an overarching systemic effort to 

not only reduce crime but facilitate a positive social impact on women involved in the 

criminal justice system. Gilligan (2000) stated:  

We can prevent violence if, and only if, we replace the moral and legal 
approach to it, which is based on moral condemnation, shaming, and 
punishment with that of public health and preventative medicine. This is a 
matter of vital importance to the future of humanity, in which medical 
professionals can serve an invaluable role as educators and leaders (p. 
1803).  
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Thus, using a relational-cultural framework, counselors have the opportunity to 

examine clients’ relational competencies over the lifespan and understand how various 

contextual and sociocultural challenges may impede a woman’s ability to foster growth-

enhancing relationships. In addition, the therapeutic process focuses on ameliorating 

the harmful effects of social injustice and marginalization and helping clients develop 

connections in which they feel more able to act in the world, a greater sense of vitality 

and worth, a desire to develop more connections, and clearer picture of themselves and 

others (Comstock et al., 2008).  

In addition, as previously discussed, there has been some debate in the research 

as to whether or not self-forgiveness is more harmful than beneficial. However, while 

more research is conducted to further explain the process, risks, and benefits of self-

forgiveness, clinicians are still likely to encounter clients (particularly those dealing with 

debilitating shame and guilt) who are wrestling with this concept called “self-

forgiveness.” Therefore, rather than the clinical community deeming self-forgiveness as 

beneficial or harmful in a therapeutic context, clinicians would benefit from proficiency in 

ways to explore what self-forgiveness means for clients, the potential role it plays in 

their lives, and how it contributes to or inhibits clients’ well-being.  

In addition, this study provides some perspective into a therapeutic process of self-

forgiveness that takes into account the integral steps of self-acceptance and growth and 

change. For clinicians exploring this process with clients, it may be important to 

understand and explore how their self-forgiveness process is situated within a relational 

context. For example, how does self-forgiveness impact their relationships with others 

and how do their current relationships impact their process of self-forgiveness? Lastly, it 
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may be critical for counselors to educate clients on about the potentially ongoing nature 

of the self-forgiveness process and explore ways they can learn to cope with difficult 

emotions that may arise during times of struggle.   

Implications for Society 

Based on the results of the study, the women struggled with self-forgiveness for 

many reasons. Although not all women struggled with self-forgiveness in relation to a 

perceived unforgiving society, the struggle with an unforgiving society was a theme that 

emerged among all participants. An important question arises from this finding. How 

forgiving are we as a society? The women were taking major steps to attend school, 

grow personally through their addictions recovery, be a stable presence for their friends 

and families, and contribute to society through volunteer positions and careers in the 

helping professions. However, their criminal records often prevented them from 

obtaining secure housing and employment, and perhaps more importantly, receiving 

acceptance, compassion and support from a society to which they were trying to 

reintegrate.  

 In a largely punitive criminal justice system, female offenders are given the 

message that criminal charges and incarceration are ways to hold people accountable 

for their actions. Perhaps society’s unforgiving nature is also based in this approach, 

and access to housing, secure employment, and mental health services only gives 

female offenders what they have not earned or deserve to receive. However, based on 

the results of this study, the women expressed gratitude to several people who “took a 

chance” on them and expressed the major impact it has had on their well-being and 

recovery today. As we continue to understand a growing female offender population, it 
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will be crucial to examine how societal oppression contributes to female incarceration 

and recidivism rates. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

While this research provided insight into the phenomenon of self-forgiveness 

among women recently released from prison, the study also raised many questions that 

merit further investigation. Because most of the self-forgiveness literature is theoretical 

rather than empirical, more research is needed that examines the risks and benefits of 

self-forgiveness, how the process unfolds over time, and how transgression severity 

and different therapeutic and mind/body interventions impacts the self-forgiveness 

process. Finally, the relevance of a mind-body stress reduction program in this study will 

be addressed as it pertains to future research. 

Benefits and Risks of Self-forgiveness 

Self-forgiveness can bring with it a heated debate, potentially due to the somewhat 

unfamiliar idea of promoting compassion and transformation among transgressors—

people generally seen as needing to take responsibility and be punished for their 

wrongdoings. Some research discusses the potential negative effects of self-

forgiveness. For example, researchers have found a positive association between self-

forgiveness and narcissism and actually describe the psychological portrait of the self-

forgiver as “self-centered, insensitive, narcisstic … showing lower levels of shame, guilt, 

and empathic responsiveness” (Tangney et al., 2005, p. 150).  Even though there is 

conflicting literature regarding the potential risks and benefits of self-forgiveness, the 

women in this study discussed the self-forgiveness process as largely beneficial and 

contributing to their overall wellness. However, rather than coming to an agreement 

about whether or not self-forgiveness is “good or bad,” more research should be 
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conducted to understand how contextual and identity-related factors (e.g., past history 

of abuse and trauma; personality characteristics; spiritual and religious orientation) 

shape what self-forgiveness means for a client or cultural group and how it plays a role 

in their wellness. 

An Evolving Concept 

Bauer (1992) described “the overall movement of self-forgiveness can be 

described as one from estrangement to feeling at home, from darkness to light, from 

deception and denial to honesty and acknowledgment. This movement is not smooth or 

linear; it involves a great deal of struggle and vacillation between acceptance and harsh 

judgment, but certain aspects of it can be highlighted and described” (p. 155). Bauer 

(1992) also supported the concept of self-forgiveness as a “pervasive and ongoing 

process.” Therefore, future research may include trying to understand the vacillating 

nature of the process of self-forgiveness. In other words, as the self-forgiveness 

process sways, what inhibits the “acceptance,” or facilitates the “harsh judgment,” and 

when do these fluctuations take place and for whom? In addition, if self-forgiveness is a 

lifelong process for some, it might be particularly important to know how people struggle 

but maintain wellness through the oscillating process. 

Transgression Severity 

Some participants in this study discussed the nature of their crime and how it 

impacted their self-forgiveness process. For example, one participant struggled with the 

self-forgiveness process as it related to the impact her incarceration and addiction had 

on the lives of her children. For this participant, self-forgiveness and the nature of the 

transgression were very much related. However, this research was foundational in 

nature and did not seek to understand how transgression severity impacted the self-
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forgiveness process for participants. Strelan and Sutton (2010) examined the role of 

transgression severity in the forgiveness process. They found that although just world 

beliefs for the self (BJW-self) may be helpful for someone coping with minor stressors 

when it comes to forgiving a serious harmful act, “BJW-self may take a victim only so 

far” (p. 167). We have yet to understand how transgression severity and the self-

forgiveness process are related. Future studies designed to understand how the nature 

of one’s harmful acts impact their ability or struggle to engage in the self-forgiveness 

process are warranted. 

Lastly, it may be important to understand if the self-forgiveness process among 

female offenders has unique and/or similar characteristics as compared to other 

populations, such as survivors of violence (who have not engaged in criminal behavior), 

males offenders, and youthful male and female offenders. 

Mind-body Stress Reduction 

In 1979, Jon Kabat-Zinn founded the Mindfulness-based Stress Reduction 

Program in which participants learn mindfulness meditation in an effort to respond more 

effectively to common experiences of illness, pain, and stress (Kabat-Zinn, 2003). 

Mindfulness has been defined as “1) awareness, 2) of present experience, 3) with 

acceptance” (Germer, 2005a, p. 7) and applied to various clinical issues such as 

depression (Morgan, 2005), anxiety (Germer, 2005b), and psychophysiological 

disorders (Siegel, 2005). Although not initially intended by the researcher, all of the 

participants in this study were recruited through a southeast prison mind-body stress 

reduction and mindfulness program. Although the mind-body stress reduction program 

implemented in the prison was not Jon Kabat-Zinn’s Mindfulness-based Stress 

Reduction Program (Kabat-Zinn, 2003), similar principles based mindfulness meditation 
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were used to develop the program for incarcerated women. The prison program 

combines mindfulness meditation and yoga in an eight-week course followed by a five-

day meditation retreat. The purpose of this study was not to explore the participants’ 

experience of the mind-body stress reduction program; however, it is critical to address 

that the participants discussed their involvement with the program as one major path 

that had a significant impact on their ability to cultivate acceptance and be in the present 

moment—all major components to not only their self-forgiveness process but their 

sobriety and overall quality of life. Thus, it may be important to explore the potential 

differences and similarities of the self-forgiveness experience among female ex-

offenders who have not engaged in a mind-body stress reduction program as compared 

to the participants in this study. Future research is warranted to further explore the 

impact of mindfulness meditation and yoga on women who are incarcerated or re-

entering into society in general or specifically related to self-forgiveness.  

Limitations of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to describe the lived experiences of self-forgiveness 

among women released from prison within the past six years. Although rich, thick 

descriptions are used to demonstrate the potential for various meanings and essences, 

what was necessary about this experience, for these participants, at this point in time, in 

this location may or may not be necessary about the same experience with a different 

group of people, at a different point in time, in a different location. Thus, generalizability 

is not the goal of this research, although it may be sought after by some readers. 

 Although my attempts to separate prior knowledge, personal biases and opinions 

out of the interview, data analysis process, and essence formation process, it was 

difficult. I underestimated the presence of substance addiction recovery as such a 
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salient topic among participants, and this topic happens to be a one that affects me 

personally on many levels. Through bracketing and intentional, extensive audit trails, 

sincere efforts were made to separate my prior knowledge from the interview and 

analysis process, so the participant experiences were the primary force in creating the 

essence statement.  

 In an effort to conserve time and financial resources for the study, one participant 

(who was not living locally) insisted that we conduct the interview via video conferencing 

and only one interview was conducted. Although this was the only participant whose 

entire interview process was conducted in one sitting via video conferencing, the 

participant was engaged throughout the whole process and appeared to be as authentic 

and forthcoming as the participants who were interviewed in-person. The participant 

identified local counseling services that were available to her on a weekly basis, in case 

she needed to further process any emotions that surfaced during the interview. Even 

over video conferencing, the researcher found there to be strong rapport with the 

interviewee and the interviewee was comfortable with the technology necessary to 

complete the interview. However, for researchers conducting interviews via video 

conferencing, it may be important for the interviewer and interviewee to discuss their 

comfort with video conferencing, how it may impact the rapport between interviewer and 

interviewee, and how it may impact the level of interviewee disclosure. Lastly, for 

interviews conducted via video conferencing, it is important to guarantee the privacy of 

the interview from in-person third parties and ensure a secure SSL encrypted 

connection.  
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Conclusions 

Although a growing body of literature is examining the topic of self-forgiveness, it 

has been largely overlooked within the forgiveness literature, particularly among 

incarcerated or recently released populations. The present study was intended to serve 

as a foundational exploration of the phenomenon of self-forgiveness among women 

recently released from prison. The results of the study fill a gap in the research about 

the experience of self-forgiveness for women confronting the challenges of reintegrating 

into society after incarceration. This study offers beneficial information examining the 

ways women value and practice self-forgiveness after incarceration, the opportunities 

for exploring the journey to self-forgiveness, and the need for continued research on the 

process of self-forgiveness in general and specifically among female ex-offenders.  

 

Our capacity to make peace with another person and with the world depends very much 

on our capacity to make peace with ourselves. 

—Thích Nhất Hạnh, Thích Nhất Hạnh in Living Buddha, Living Christ 
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APPENDIX A 
INFORMED CONSENT 

University of Florida 
Counselor Education Program 

1212 Norman Hall 
Gainesville, FL 32611  

 
Dear Participant, 
 
I am a doctoral student in the Counselor Education Program at the University of Florida. 
I am conducting research on the process of self-forgiveness among female offenders. I 
am hoping that what I learn will help give female offenders a voice and be overall better 
understood. In addition, I hope this study will contribute to the knowledge of counselors 
and those working in the criminal justice system, so female offenders can receive 
appropriate and supportive treatment and resources. 
 
If you choose to participate, you will be interviewed three times, for about 1 ½ hours 
each time. We will do the interviews in a quiet place that is convenient for you and will 
maintain your privacy (e.g., a reserved room at the public library). I will audiotape the 
interviews because the interviews will be later transcribed by a confidential transcription 
service. Any identifying information on the audiotape will be later removed from the 
transcription, and the audiotape will be destroyed once the transcription is created. In 
order to link the audiotapes with the transcription and other data analysis documents, 
you will generate a code word or number (rather than using any personal identifying 
information to link the data). The only way to link your code to your name is through a 
master key that will be kept in a locked cabinet separate from all other study 
information. Audiotapes will be destroyed after transcriptions are made, and all other 
data sources (i.e., transcriptions, informed consents, researcher process notes, data 
analysis documentation) will be destroyed one year after the study ends (September 1, 
2013). 
 
Although the interviews are confidential, if you disclose any information related to the 
abuse of a child and/or homicide or suicide, I am legally bound to break confidentiality 
and report this information to legal authorities. These interviews are not mental health 
therapy. Although I am a counselor, I will not be conducting therapy with you. I will only 
be learning from you about your process of self-forgiveness. If during the interviews, 
you are experiencing emotional distress, I have community mental health resources that 
I can help you access for longer term mental health counseling. 
 
The information I gather will be used to help counselors and those working in the 
criminal justice system better understand the process of self-forgiveness among female 
offenders. You will not be identified by name nor will any information that could be used 
to identify you will be shared. Your confidence will be protected as provided for under 
the law. I will use your answers when writing my dissertation and in possible journal 
articles/books but will not use your name or other identifying information.  
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Participation in the study is completely voluntary. It will not affect your current legal 
situation, and you will not be penalized for stopping participation in the study at any 
time. However, if you do become incarcerated while you are enrolled in the study, you 
will no longer be able to participate in the study. There are minimal known risks or 
immediate benefits known to participants. There is compensation for participation. After 
the first interview, you will receive a $15 gift card to a grocery store, for the second, $20, 
and the third $25. You may request group results of the study in December 2012, if you 
wish. You may withdraw consent at any time.  
 
If you have any question about the research, you may contact me at (352) 340-1101 or 
my research chair, Dr. Silvia Echevarria-Doan at (352) 273-4323. Questions about your 
rights as a research participant may be directed to the UFIRB Office, Box 112250, 
Gainesville, FL 32611 or call (352) 392-0433. 
 
Warmly, 
 
Adrienne S. Baggs 

Agreement: I have read the procedure described above. I voluntarily agree to 
participate in the procedure and I have received a copy of this description. 

Participant: ______________________________________Date: _________________ 

Principal Investigator: ______________________________Date: _________________ 
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APPENDIX B 
INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Interview 1 
Thank you for coming here today. I would like to talk to you about your experience of 
self-forgiveness and related experiences that may be relevant to you and your process 
of self-forgiveness.  
 
Although my intention is to provide an interview experience that is supportive and non- 
judgmental, some of these questions may be sensitive in nature and/or may cause you 
to experience emotions that may feel uncomfortable. Please remember that you can 
decline to answer any questions that you choose and you can choose to stop the 
interview at any time without penalty. 
 
I have an opening question to ask that will help guide our discussion and I want you to 
have the freedom to elaborate on what the most important aspects of the questions are 
for you. During the interview, I also might ask you probing questions (e.g., Can you tell 
me more about that? or Can you clarify what that means?) to help me better understand 
what you are saying. I also might summarize what you are saying (e.g., So I’m hearing 
that your relationship with your mom taught you a lot about how to raise your own 
daughter.) in an effort to make sure I am accurately understanding your responses to 
the questions. As I ask you questions to further clarify and describe your experience, 
please remember again that you can decline to answer any questions that you 
choose and you can choose to stop the interview at any time without penalty. 
 
Interview 1 Topic: Identity and Life Background   

1) Tell me about little bit about yourself.  
2) Tell me about being a mom (if applicable).  
3) Tell me about being a girlfriend/wife/partner (if applicable). 
4) Tell me about what it was like growing up. 
5) Tell me about significant relationships (e.g., family, significant other, etc.) that 

you have had/have in your life. What was it like to experience those 
relationships?  

 
Is there anything you would like to add? Do you have any questions or comments? 
Thank you so much again for participating. I will see you for the next interview! 

 
Interview 2 

Thank you for coming here today. I would like to talk to you about your experience of 
self-forgiveness and related experiences that may be relevant to you and your process 
of self-forgiveness.  
 
Interview 2 Topic: Coping and Strengths 

1) I would like to go over your first interview to have you elaborate on some themes 
that came out of Interview 1 (Present highlights of first interview to participant 
and ask for clarification/elaboration when necessary.). 

2) How have you managed to deal with some of the challenges in your life?   
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3) What strengths have you called on and/or developed to help you move forward 
with you life? 

4) Have you had any particularly supportive or healthy relationships that have 
helped you get through the tough times? If so, tell me more about those 
relationships and what really helped you. 

 
Thank you so much again for participating. I will see you for the next interview! 

Interview 3 
Thank you for coming here today. I would like to talk to you about your experience of 
self-forgiveness and related experiences that may be relevant to you and your process 
of self-forgiveness.  
 
Interview 3 Topic: Self-forgiveness 

1) I would like to go over your second interview to have you elaborate on some 
themes that came out of Interview 2 (Present highlights of first interview to 
participant and ask for clarification/elaboration when necessary.). 

2) What does self-forgiveness mean to you?  
3) Can you describe what a process of self-forgiveness might look like for 

someone? 
4) Has self-forgiveness played a role in your life at all up to this point? If so, how? 
5) Have you had any struggle with self-forgiveness? What was that like and how did 

it impact you? 
6) What are your hopes about the future and how will self-forgiveness play a role in 

that process (if at all)? 
7) How has this interview process and discussing self-forgiveness impacted you? 

 
Thank you so much again for participating! 
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APPENDIX C 
LIST OF HORIZONS 

*=Shared Horizons 
 
Self-forgiveness as Self-Acceptance * 
Self-forgiveness as Growth and Change * 
Self-forgiveness as an Ongoing Process * 
Self-forgiveness and the Significant Others* 
Self-forgiveness as a Struggle (Magenta, Sabelle) 
Self-forgiveness and Gratitude (Magenta, Sabelle, Candice) 
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APPENDIX D 
LIST OF PARTICIPANTS’ HORIZONS AND MEANING UNITS 

 
Magenta’s Horizons and Meaning Units 

 
Self-forgiveness as Self-acceptance 
But that’s reality 
no other choice than to accept, you know 
going back into acceptance  
accept for what it is 
knowing I’m human 
acknowledging all of those factors  
identifying them 
this is who I am today 
nobody will accept you 
I'm not perfect 
I am fallible 
I am going to make mistakes 
Acknowledgement of all that 

 
Self-forgiveness as Growth and Change 
I just got to the point where I knew that if I didn’t change 
I learned about myself   
I was very superficial 
I’m a master justifier 
it was such a norm for me  
God, I need to stop this 
I didn’t know how to live any differently 
now I know how to stop it when it starts 
separate myself from that person that I was  
I’ve been free for five years 
I used that last year to really get my ducks in a row 
I just felt confident in what I learned  
I actually got my first professional job 19 days after I was released  
I could make it go for this life 
I know how hard I worked when I was given an opportunity 
I’m working diligently 
you want to be self-sustaining 
it’s something that you need to feel whole 
who I am today is 75 million times better than who I was in ‘99 
see things in a different manner 
today I’m 90 times better than what I used to be. 
I’ve got a vision 
these days, I’m living pretty good 
I’m doing 75 million times better than what I was doing before I went away 
“Up until you, I did not believe people could change.” 
“you have allowed me to see something in our species that I did not believe was possible…” 
I know that I’ve changed 
 “and that is true and lasting change.” 
I’m not doing everything all bad. 
being able to compartmentalize that knowledge  
put it to the side and move forward  
putting it on the shelf, and moving forward  
I can definitely see progression and growth and 
It's very different 
Ah, I did it on my own  
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I’ve actually had a pretty extensive business plan that I’ve put together 
Going back to school 

 
Self-forgiveness as an Ongoing Process 
It definitely  means something, but I don’t have that  
Now, do I have that? No.  
Will I ever get that? Mm, I’m not gonna say no, but I can’t see it happening  
I definitely think that self-forgiveness is something that I probably will never know in this lifetime 
Self-forgiveness, nonexistent 
I never would have had that thought process if it hadn’t been for this conversation  
“Thank you for being honest, but you need to work on that.” 
I guess it just, you know, requires practice 
just stay in the moment and be able to know the moment for what it is 

 
Self-forgiveness and Significant Others 
a lot of people benefited from  the work that I did  
a lot of my jobs that I had while I was in prison were helping others 
I was the senior GED teacher’s aide 
I used to work for classification  
a lot of ideas that I implemented 
I want a job helping other people like me 
I took my caseload very personally because it was personal for me 
givin’ somebody five bucks  
practice compassion towards others that I definitely know what it feels like 
always think about what I can do to make it better for that one 
20 extra steps out of my way  
 “Hey lady, thanks.” 
make an effort to go back and check on another human being  
if something happens to me I can take comfort in knowing somebody will come and check on me. 
You need to do something with the people that are there to make sure that they’re not gonna come back. 
my life and my case have touched thousands of people that I’ll never even know 
help a lot of people in a good career 
putting a person in a position to be able to have a life they never thought possible 
payin’ it forward 
I would love to be able to open up my company  
position to help a lot of people in a good career  
you wanna be able to connect, that’s human nature 
oftentimes people are simply mirroring what we’re projecting. 
So, you know, it has really nothing to do with them at all 
it’s just a reflection of us  
if I could learn to self-forgive that maybe others would be more forgiving of me 

 
Self-forgiveness as a Struggle 
it really is difficult to self-forgive when you’re in an environment that is totally unforgiving 
I don’t ever think that’s gonna happen is that because I still harbor anger towards self 
And I really do believe that that anger towards self is never gonna go away 
in my mind I can’t see it going away today is because of what I experience on a day-to-day basis 
And that’s based upon what is surrounding me in society 
I believe that for me self-forgiveness could only happen if things were different in society 
there’s so many levels that I have self-hatred  
I’ve wasted so much—that I'll never be able to get back 
I have incredible talents that are just – I won’t even say underutilized—they’re just—they’re—they’re—they’re 
just floating stagnantly in the miry pit of my life 
...diamond, when I put mine over it’s the piece of the coal 
I guess that goes into probably suffering along the lines of Buddhism 
maybe that’s just never even gonna be a reality for me 
I could say, “Oh yes, I forgive myself and I’ll—” you know, and, you know, glaze right over all of the other 
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internal things that are going on 
I definitely thought that I was gonna have my shit much more together than what I do 

 
Self-forgiveness as Gratitude 
Even on my bad days I know—I know how blessed I am 
I know that I have been, uh, afforded the opportunity to make it back out here 
I know that when I look around I’m grateful 
Very grateful.  And that’s real. 
It’s very real.  Sitting down to a table knowing someone cooked something for you. 
It’s real when people call you to check on you. “How are you doing today?” 

 
Sabelle’s Horizons and Meaning Units 

 
Self-forgiveness as Self-acceptance 
just really accepting everything  I did 
I'm going to have a moment where it's just, like, okay 
I went through that 
It's okay, they're just thoughts, that's all it is 
I can't do anything to change that 
It's okay 
I just want you to say, okay 
I am not trying to mask everything 
They just, okay, just say okay 
I can accept 
Forgiving myself, you know, I don't have to numb it anymore 
it happened, you know, and forgive myself 
I accept it 

 
Self-forgiveness as Growth and Change 
It is my fault.  I did it.  I put myself there. 
I was so easily forgiven before by everyone else  
My norm is no longer my norm 
I learn to build my boundaries and state my boundaries  
So it’s all, it’s all learning, growing, experience 
not  go into jealous rages and fits 
It’s a responsibility and I just kind of ran from that 
I stopped smoking in prison 
my standards had changed 
this is enough 
And then I’m like, yes, I can 
So either quit wasting everyone’s time, or make up your mind 
I don't ever want to do again 
I'd rather keep moving forward, than to have to struggle through that again 
I remember that to keep moving forward, to not turn to those things 
so let's not do it again 
let's move on 
I still don't have control, except for my decisions that I'm making 
my perspective is completely different 
move even quicker forward 
get moving again.  I gotta do this, I gotta do that, I gotta focus 
really made up my mind that I had wanted no part of that life anymore 
It's just, like, I have a slight ha-ha-ha, I made it out 
I guess I saw myself before, it was more like a pity party 
And then I finally could get that perspective for myself, you know, I was that piece of shit 
when I finally was disgusted and I could say, you know, I'm disgusted with myself 
I hadn't had enough, and I was still in the, you know, everybody's against me, and it's everyone else's fault 
 This was different 
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I had that moment of clarity 
I finally decided to be different. 
felt like I was physically turned around, and  
my eyes were open 
I was looking through a mirror through the other side. 
I finally, just knew that everything was wrong 
just do it 
Because then, if I don't keep moving forward, then I make them right 
the guilt and shame kept me motivated to stay messed up before 
But then I shake it off and keep moving 
definitely helps keep me going   
And moving forward in that, right 
I want that to be it  
we do change 
There are cases where, you know, we change. 

 
Self-forgiveness as an Ongoing Process 
has to be done over and over and over again 
I haven't fully forgiven myself in some people's description  
forgive myself every time it comes up 
And a lot of forgiving myself, I feel like I have set aside until I actually get my children 
people in this world who, like, forgive themselves and it's over 
Right now, I forgive myself 
or an excuse to not fully forgive myself now 
I'm working on that as well  
if I don't continually forgive myself…then I know where I'll go 

 
Self-forgiveness and Significant Others 
probably the luckiest dog in the world 
I rock him like a baby sometimes  
I can impact their life even though I’m not there  
plant those good seeds every time I communicate with them 
then be the lifeline 
I try to under, put myself in their shoes 
I learned from them 
it’s just a chain reaction 
it helps me understand myself 
And if they ever wanna talk 
Just hoping to be the example in the big picture for them  
"Mom can do it, I can do it" 
So we, we’re on a, on a healthy level now, I think, the kids and I 
I try to understand people—other people and where they are.  And I guess that would be so that I can forgive 
them 
you can come here whenever you need to, no questions asked 
I still really don't see myself as a strong person until, you know, I reflect myself on someone else that's 
struggling 
You know, if you guys ever need help   
I can tell you where to you can go and point you to people that can help you 
I can point you in the right direction, but I won't be your crutch 
I can offer advice and tell them how I did it, and that's about it 
I'm them too 

 
Self-forgiveness as a Struggle 
just kind of like bricks being put on top of me 
I guess I keep having to relivethe result of my mistakes  
maybe that's why I haven't fully forgiven myself  
I didn’t think it would be this hard to get them back  
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Having to work for things, and having to, you know, prove myself over and over again to everybody 
I beat myself up a lot about you know, I got my kids back 
 it's hard to see the big picture sometimes  
I have my kids, and then I went ten times worse than what I was before 
I do have ruts of, I get complacent  
they put you right back, you know, in the holes because you can't 
Keep shutting door in my face 
I do have times where I get really sad about the—you know, I feel guilty  
Like before they weren't safe with me, and now they're not safe without me  
every time I talk to them, weighs me down.   
And a lot of forgiving myself, I feel like I have set aside until I actually get my children 

 
Self-forgiveness as Gratitude 
we're still sucking free air 
when I have a bad day, it does get worse. 
didn't have all this stuff to worry about and I was still sober; and then I had some really good friends in there 
shook my hand, told me to have a nice day, and keep up the good work, and that felt good 
it's better than being all up in it again 

 
Vivian’s Horizons and Meaning Units 

 
Self-forgiveness as Self-acceptance 
is that I had to just be where I am and get through it 
That’s just—that’s just where I was 
I know today that those feelings are valid no matter what they are 
Unification of several personalities 
you had this one and this one, and this one was always just trying to keep ‘em balanced [i.e., multiple selves] 
Once I could say that this was okay, is that I had acceptance 
Once I got a—a level of acceptance for what I’ve done   
I accepted that I was powerless…to me that empowered me 
wherever they are, I have to just let them be there—and be okay with that 
...it started with me saying, “Okay...you’re all right.” 
it is okay for me today 
you're not bad, bad, bad, bad 
It is okay for me, and I can say that 
It is okay if I don’t make this A, you know, or if I don’t make it—if I don’t make a 100 
I had to move from the judgment part 
It’s not all good and bad; it just is 
As I learned that, all of that came, and it’s all been forgiveness 
These were all little pieces of saying, “You’re okay" 
You may not do it perfect.  You may not do it right 
And I had to allow other people to do it, when they were doing it right or whether 
I have to allow them to do that 
It just is what it is.   
But I had to find that I was okay with, you know—that I was gonna be okay 
It’s right here, right now 
its just okay; it just is 
in my own skin, comfortable, whatever that is, wherever I’m at with it 

 
Self-forgiveness as Growth and Change 
I can do something differently with it today 
today I’m not there anymore 
I had to just continue doing what I was doing  
to understand that choices that I made 
“It’s okay...you can do something different—” 
walk through that and let go of that—all of that from the past. 
I don’t mean forget it  
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to keep moving forward 
not where my energy is today 
always going to be consequences no matter what the action 
needed to go through the things that I’ve gone through 
I choose to do it differently 
once I could forgive myself…all those little puzzles started falling together.  
I make great effort to correct myself all the time. 
I could make choices 
I have more so ever than I ever have in my life taken responsibility for my actions 
change was inevitable for me  
“Because you have become so responsible for the actions.” 
Didn’t wash it away.  It’s not like sins forgiven…and somebody else takes responsibility for that 
I could do things   
doing something different 
it gave me different responsibilities 
it’s just being able to walk through today 
you get what you put into it 
That came for me in step 4  
I’m responsible for my own recovery. 
that's where the responsibility came in…there were assets in it 
I’ve tried it many times.   
it was the ability but I had to work for it 
Forgiveness is the motivation that drives me  
"raise your hand and change it" 
I have to work my own…that's the only person that I can change 

 
Self-forgiveness as an Ongoing Process 
I tried to explain to you the dark world and the light world 
the yin and the yang 
There’s a process for this 
I have that relationship to be able to understand that and be able to process  
I can forgive myself...all the way back to the molestation…that was the first thing…it took me years 
Today I can—today I can do that 
I started to understand that it wasn’t—that I wasn’t the cause of that, you know 
I don’t know that anyone ever reaches a whole place where they’re completely okay with everything that 
they’ve done. 
Just like my recovery 
it took me a long time 
it’s been a real slow process 
this happened years before I got out, and it—but it’s really come to light since I’ve been out— 
it’s a process 
That’s just where I’m at today 
So these were the things that I had to learn.  It was experiential. 
sometimes quickly, sometimes slowly  
it’s an ongoing process for me 
part of everything  
So what I’m doing today, and it is a process 
that was the biggest thing for me to be able to do, was to start that self-forgiveness process  

 
Self-forgiveness and Significant Others 
I had to forgive my dad.  
I had to forgive those people to be able to forgive myself 
I have that empathy 
help someone else process or sometimes just listen 
Ninety percent, and I say this again, and honestly, broken women 
they knew no different just like I didn’t 
They were just trying to survive— 
today I know that she did as well as she could 
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that helped me to be able to forgive my mother 
It’s not all about you 
And it’s not all about me 
My mother did the best she could with what she had 
same as my father.  The same as I’ve done. Same as for everybody 
We can’t get it back, but what I can do is right here, right now, pay it forward. 
And, um, we talk on a regular basis, because it’s the gift of experience—of knowing 
like I told you my sister and I, we talk on a daily basis. 
then I pass that rope on 
And you get what you give back 
it motivates me to help someone else 
I’m not responsible for yours or anybody else’s 
to give back what was so freely given to me 
It’s not all about me. 
And we are one 

 
Candice’s Horizons and Meaning Units 

 
Self-forgiveness as Self-acceptance 
I’m a six-time convicted felon, finally getting a life 
that is where, for me the forgiveness part started in; I had to accept what had been done to me or what I had 
done to someone 
I think it’s important that we be upfront 
a person should accept you all the way around 
best for me to, you know, to go on and throw that out there 
some people accept that and some people, you know, when you tell them you’re a six—will turn and run the 
other way.   
everybody that’s in my life right now, I can honestly say they all know 
I’m not ashamed to say these things 
I don’t have to no longer live a lie 
I’ve had to accept that 
And I’m okay with that, because I get to see my son 
He knew I was in prison  
he knew I was an addict  
He’s never been lied to about any of that  
but you still have to be willing to say put it all out there 
if I can tell you, well, this is where I was and this is where I am today 
if you’re my employer and I don’t say to you, “Hey, you know, I need to let you know some things 
And it’s all out there 
I feel that comfortable with who I am 
You have to accept you as you are 
Okay, it’s okay that you’ve done this and this and this”  
I guess you have to really accept, “Okay, you’re gonna feel again.” 
Forgiving yourself and accepting you for who you are. 
Forgiving the bad deeds that you’ve done 
It has to begin with you have to accept it 
I not only accept my part in it, but I accept her part in it too 
it’s an acceptance process and it—and you have to recognize there is a problem 

 
Self-forgiveness as Growth and Change 
... to make that change was a big move, you know, because first of all, I had to be willing— 
if I didn’t do these things I was either going wind up in prison for the rest of my life or dead 
you reach your bottom is what they call it 
I finally reached that point, you know  
today things are different for me 
that’s a turning point 
then I turn it around and say, well, this is where I—I’ve been sober three years 



 

116 

I’m a cutter.  I haven’t cut in five years 
I can turn it around and say this is what I’m doing today 
I’ve had to remove myself from the situation   
I can’t let that sink me, you know, back into a life of, you know, a life of misery 
I have to keep pushing forward, and that’s where you got to bring up boundaries 
you have to even have boundaries with family 
I’ve been in, been sober for three years 
I have three credit cards and I’m responsible with them 
it’s all new experiences for me 
because I don’t have to fear what, look over my shoulder type of fear anymore 
that I can live happy, you know, instead of miserable 
I’m so much more happier than I ever thought was a—you know, possible 
So for a long time, yeah, I thought, you know, I thought, I didn’t think I had a problem 
then at some point in time it really started affecting my mind 
Those are milestones to help you say, okay, well, I, I did that, I could probably do this 
We work at bettering ourselves, you know 
I don’t let my mind do that anymore 
It’s not where I’m at today, but this is the things I’ve gone through 
I don’t have the motivation of to get high or to get drunk 
Now my motivation is, “Hey, I like what I’m doin’ today, and—and I want to see me get a little further at it. 
I haven’t cut in years. 
You have to forgive yourself for that, and you can’t dwell in that 
Because you’re going to wind up right back in it 
you have got to find a point where that vicious cycle stops 
if you’re gonna have something differently, you’ve got to start with yourself 
I have to know that whatever I was doin’ at that point in time wasn’t really me 
I have to forgive that person…so that I can be this person 
because if I get stuck in that, I’m gonna go back out there 
it’s a cycle and it—you know, it like I can break this cycle 
But if I take that and I say, “Well, you know, that wasn’t really who I am—”“- that was doing that.  That was the 
addiction and the alcoholism driving me to do that,” then I can find it in me to forgive myself. 
“Oh, okay, I forgive myself for killing him.  I’ll go out and shoot him.” 
If you are willing to change the behavior, the ch—the changes will slowly come. 
I can’t just say, “Okay, I forgive myself today.  I can go out and do it tomorrow…that ain't gonna work…that is a 
justification” 
But if you’re serious—if you’re putting forth the work 
You have to be willing to get that life 
You can’t just come out and get a life 
You've gotta want it and earn it 
there has to be a willingness within for anything to happen 

 
Self-forgiveness as an Ongoing Process 
everybody’s a little bit different and a little similar in their war story 
it's a process 
everything’s a process 
that it begins with—with you…the process 
it’s really hard to put it into terms 
it had to start with me, and I had to start the process  
Before it would be like, you know, you’re—you’re never gonna get it right 
I can’t really explain to you how I found the strength to forgive 
if I looked at it that that was who I am, I don’t think I could find forgiveness 
I don’t think I really have to revisit  
I think that’s an ongoing thing 
I’ve forgiven myself, but I think I have to remind myself that I’ve forgiven myself 
I think forgiveness is—self-forgiveness would be the same way, need to revisit 
so you don't get…to vain…too overconfident and then you fall off your horse  

 
 



 

117 

Self-forgiveness and Significant Others 
I’m back in both my children’s lives, my grandchildren’s lives 
further in the steps you begin to make amends to these people 
I keep in touch with my grandchildren 
being sober I can be there for them now  
and who would have thunk that I would be able to help somebody else 
another reason why I am pursuing social work 
I took the time to learn how to do these things and I was able to help them 
I could probably help a lot of people out 
if I can just display the, the passion of the, of a person that identifies 
and all I can do is pray that she’ll come in, and be there when she does 
I’ve done probably everything you’ve ever done 
if I save one life out there, then maybe that’s my purpose and I’ve achieved that 
if you want to talk about it I'm here for you 
I’m the activities director at, at, you know, the club that I go to 
I’m fixing to take on one day—one to two days a week as a volunteer—in the social work type are 
that’s what’s going to help another person 
we go over there 
And I had to forgive her because she didn’t know that  
Even people who aren’t clean and sober have forgiveness issues 
because you can also see that maybe they never had the opportunity that you had 
if it’s never pointed out, and we never see it, then we’ll never know there’s a problem 
this works for me, and maybe it’ll work for you 
when you can forgive yourself, then all of a sudden, you’re talkin’ to people—your family 
they’re like supporting you.  “I’m proud of you.”  You know, and you—you’re like, “You never said that before.” 
after I forgave me, I had to learn to forgive my mom 
I can see that she was sick too, you know, and she never got the chance to know that she was sick 
because we all have issues 
I don’t care who you are, you have s—you have issues 
that was the biggest forgiveness issue for me, because of the things she done and the things she said 
impacted the—ha—my life— 

  
Self-forgiveness and Gratitude 
Thank, you know, thank you, God, you know 
That part I’m happy about 
I’m glad for that 
I’m very grateful for it 
a lot of that comes from being involved in AA 
they teach you a lot about gratitude  
I have now is so much better than what I had then 
you have to be thankful to a higher power of your choosing 
if I was homeless or whatever and I was sober and working a program I would still have gratitude 
I’m not out there in that chaos 
I have credit cards.  I’ve never had them in my entire life. 
I have a lot to be thankful for 
It just comes with the appreciation for life 
being grateful to the God of my understanding 
I have a lot to be thankful for 
Thank God 
I just went home and I laid in the bed an—and I had to find some gratitude in that.  Okay, well, you do have an 
arm 
hey, let’s be grateful  
in the past I wasn’t able to see gratitude.  But because of the past, I can see gratitude in anything I do today 
to have a new life.  Thank God I had this opportunity 
those little things…make all them mountains that you have to climb  over worth it 
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