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Coping Strategies and Posttraumatic Growth in Prison 

 

 

Abstract 

Recent qualitative studies have highlighted posttraumatic growth as a profound change in 

offenders’ self-perception, relationship qualities, purposes, and meaning in life. In a sample of 

365 prisoners, we examined coping strategies as possible predictors of posttraumatic growth 

during incarceration. We performed univariate analyses and hierarchical multiple regression 

analyses. Coping strategies such as seeking emotional support, religious coping, and 

searching for meaning predicted posttraumatic growth in a positive way. Psychotherapy and 

chaplaincy were associated with higher levels of posttraumatic growth. Behavioral 

disengagement predicted posttraumatic growth in a negative way.  
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Coping Strategies and Posttraumatic Growth in Prison 

 

Introduction 

Throughout history, remarkable individuals such as Gandhi, Malcolm X, and St.-John 

of the Cross experienced positive personal changes during their prison time (Kavanaugh & 

Rodriguez, 1991; O’Connor & Duncan, 2011). St.-John of the Cross, who was tortured during 

his incarceration, wrote his best mystic poetry in his dark prison cell and experienced 

transformative visions. Paradoxically, it was the horror of his prison experience that led him 

to a profound understanding of the connection of all things. This kind of transformation was 

not just a way of coping or a positive reappraisal of the experienced terror. It was a profound 

personal change that allowed him to appreciate life in a much deeper way and to be more 

compassionate towards other people (Kavanaugh & Rodriguez, 1991). At first sight, these 

transformations as a result of imprisonment seem to contradict the broad consensus about 

incarceration leaving deep negative traces in prisoners’ lives (Haney, 2012). But when we 

look closer, these changes are intertwined with the negative experience of imprisonment 

itself.  

In general, positive personal changes that emerge after dealing with the adversities of 

life have been called posttraumatic growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Posttraumatic 

growth has been studied over a number of different circumstances and populations, such as 

cancer and HIV-patients, victims of sexual assault and domestic violence, war, natural 

disasters, and terrorist attacks (for an overview see Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2006; Cho & Park, 

2013). The stories of these survivors illustrate that those who are able to transcend their 

adversity experience profound transformations and improve their resilience towards future 

distressing life events (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2012). Posttraumatic growth is often described 
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as a fundamental shift in the person’s sense of self, in a deeper appreciation of relationships, 

and in a richer spiritual life (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). 

Recent qualitative studies reported explicit signs of posttraumatic growth among 

offenders and prisoners (Elisha et al. 2013; Guse & Hudson, 2014; Mapham & Hefferon, 

2012; van Ginneken, 2014; Vanhooren, Leijssen & Dezutter, 2015a). Posttraumatic growth in 

this population is particularly triggered by the distress experienced during incarceration and 

by the awareness of the consequences of the crime (Ferrito et al. 2012; van Ginneken, 2014; 

Vanhooren et al., 2015a). Posttraumatic growth in offenders is marked by important changes 

in self-awareness, in a higher appreciation of relationships, in new purposes and meaning in 

life, and in a deeper understanding of the severity and consequences of the crime (Elisha et 

al., 2013; Ferrito et al., 2012; Guse & Hudson, 2014; Mapham & Hefferon, 2012; van 

Ginneken, 2014; Vanhooren et al., 2015a). Interestingly, there is a strong resemblance 

between the outcome of posttraumatic growth and the characteristic qualities that would 

facilitate an offender’s desistance from crime (Guse & Hudson, 2014; Mapham & Hefferon, 

2012). 

Due to a lack of quantitative empirical studies on posttraumatic growth among 

prisoners and offenders, important questions remain unanswered. If we could identify which 

variables are associated with posttraumatic growth during incarceration, prison staff and 

psychotherapists would be better able to foster posttraumatic growth in prisoners and increase 

their chances to desist from crime (Mapham & Hefferon, 2012; van Ginneken, 2014). 

 

Posttraumatic Growth and the Role of Coping Strategies 

The study of posttraumatic growth among offenders and prisoners is very new. To the 

best of our knowledge, only a handful of qualitative studies have addressed this subject in this 

population. Nonetheless, there is remarkable similarity between these studies. Not only do 
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they report the same kind of posttraumatic growth, they also show similarities in 

circumstances in which posttraumatic growth has occurred. Recurrent elements in these 

studies are the onset of the process of posttraumatic growth and successful coping strategies 

that support this growth. 

Consistent with studies on posttraumatic growth in the general population (Tedeschi & 

Calhoun, 2004), the process of growth in offenders starts with a loss of meaning and a deep 

personal crisis, in this case induced by the crime and imprisonment (Vanhooren, Leijssen & 

Dezutter, 2015b). Both the characteristics of incarceration as the awareness of the 

consequences of the crime have the potential to lead to a loss of meaning of the offender 

about one’s self, the others and about the world. In van Ginnenken’s study, six female 

prisoners were interviewed about their current prison experience. They each experienced 

posttraumatic growth after coping with the initial entry shock of being imprisoned. One of the 

conclusions of this study was that meanings of the prisoners about themselves, the other, and 

the world were challenged during the entry period of imprisonment. Prisoners gave examples 

of how incarceration challenged their sense of personal meaning and purpose. For these 

prisoners, and also for prisoners in other qualitative studies, incarceration was experienced as 

a turning point in life (Elisha et al., 2013; Ferrito et al., 2012; Mapham & Hefferon, 2012, van 

Ginneken, 2014, Vanhooren et al., 2015a). 

Similar to the process that leads to posttraumatic growth in the general population 

(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004), the offenders in these studies entered a stage of processing the 

experienced loss of meaning and personal crisis. Coping strategies such as experiencing social 

and emotional support, religious coping, and searching for meaning have been identified as 

helpful in dealing with challenging life events and to be positive predictors of posttraumatic 

growth in the general population (e.g. Cho & Park, 2013; Danhauer et al., 2013; Helgeson, 

Reynolds & Tomich, 2006; Joseph, 2011; Patri & Pietrantoni, 2009; Schuettler & Boals, 
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2011; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004; Triplett et al., 2011; Wild & Paivio, 2004). The qualitative 

studies identified these same coping strategies among offenders and prisoners. 

 

Experiencing emotional and social support was an important coping strategy 

associated with posttraumatic growth among offenders. (Elisha et al., 2013; Ferrito et al., 

2012; Mapham & Hefferon, 2012; Vanhooren et al., 2015a). These forms of support are very 

important resources to rebuild meaning in life (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Joseph, 2011). A 

supportive social network or even a single human encounter can encourage a person not to 

withdraw but to keep on searching for new purposes in life and to change for the better 

(Joseph, 2011). In a qualitative study of 38 imprisoned male sex offenders, Elisha et al. (2013) 

analyzed the changes that these prisoners experienced during their prison time. Crucial in this 

process was the role of social acceptance in different kinds of human relationships. The 

acceptance in these relationships was marked, on one hand, by respect for the sex offender as 

a person and, on the other hand, by asking the offender to take responsibility for the crime. 

This type of acceptance was necessary for sex offenders to deal with the consequences of 

incarceration, to face the consequences of their deeds, and to learn how to cope with the pain 

they experienced from being abused in their childhoods. 

One way to find deep emotional support is to rely on psychotherapy. One of the main 

ingredients of successful psychotherapy is the empathic and therapeutic relationship 

(Norcross, 2002). Janoff-Bulman (1992) describes the therapeutic relationship as a safe social 

environment wherein the individual can process the lost meanings. Calhoun and Tedeschi 

(2013) describe therapists as expert companions and empathy as crucial for posttraumatic 

growth to evolve. Being listened to by others helps a person work through the emotional 

elements of the distressing event and to create new narratives and meanings (Tedeschi & 

Calhoun, 2004). In the qualitative studies on posttraumatic growth, the experience of a 
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therapeutic relationship was found to be highly corrective and transformative for offenders 

(Ferrito et al., 2012; Mapham & Hefferon, 2012; van Ginneken 2014; Vanhooren et al., 

2015a, 2015c). This experience helped them find new ways to connect with themselves, with 

people outside the therapy, and led to posttraumatic growth. 

  

Searching for meaning and facing existential questions is another way of coping with 

the distress evoked by the crime and imprisonment. There are indications that some prisoners 

embark on an existential journey during their prison time (Harvey, 2011; Mooren, 2013; 

O’Connor & Duncan, 2004; Qouta et al., 1997; Thomas & Zaitzow, 2012). Ferrito et al. 

(2012) analyzed the reports of seven offenders about their therapeutic process during 

incarceration. The researchers reported that the search for meaning after committing the crime 

took a central role in the prisoners’ change. In another qualitative study, 75 prisoners 

described how the fundamental questions about life and their place in the world were evoked 

by incarceration (Maruna et al., 2006). A profound search for meaning was at stake. Personal 

existential questioning was magnified by the fact that there was so much time to reflect in 

prison. For these prisoners, and also for prisoners in other qualitative studies, incarceration 

was experienced as a turning point in life (Elisha et al., 2013; Ferrito et al., 2012; Mapham & 

Hefferon, 2012, van Ginneken, 2014; Vanhooren et al., 2015a). 

The qualitative studies on posttraumatic growth among offenders also highlighted the 

importance of religious or spiritual coping. In the general literature on coping with 

imprisonment, spirituality and religion have been described as a key resource for many 

prisoners (e.g. Allen et al. 2008; Bakken, DeCamp, & Visher, 2014; Eytan, 2011; Mandhouj 

et al., 2014; Schneider & Felty, 2009; Tehrani, 1997).  O’Connor and Duncan (2011) argue 

that prisoners attend religious, spiritual, and humanistic practices much more than they did 

before they got incarcerated. The qualitative studies on posttraumatic growth among offenders 
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gave different examples of how religion instilled hope and gave them a redemptive 

perspective on their life (Elisha et al., 2013; Ferrito et al., 2012; Guse & Hudson, 2014; 

Mapham & Hefferon, 2012; van Ginneken, 2014). Religion and chaplain support provided 

important answers to difficult existential questions and were suppliers of new meanings 

(Maruna et al., 2006). Some participants noted that religion helped them to experience their 

prison time as an opportunity to change their life, resulting in posttraumatic growth (Elisha et 

al., 2013; Guse & Hudson, 2014). 

 

Research on posttraumatic growth in the general population has not only identified 

coping strategies that support posttraumatic growth. In general, coping strategies such as 

avoidance, substance abuse, and behavioral disengagement have been found to impede 

growth (Schuettler & Boals, 2001; Triplett et al., 2011). Since the qualitative studies on 

posttraumatic growth among offenders only focused on successful cases, they did not identify 

coping strategies that undermine the process that leads to posttraumatic growth. However, the 

use of these coping strategies is known to be quite common among offenders. For example, 

denial of the crime or blaming the victim would help the offender to protect his or her global 

meaning of being an ‘innocent and good’ person (Mashi & Gibson, 2012; Vanhooren, 2006, 

2011). The cost of using these coping strategies is rather high. Denial, avoidance, behavioral 

disengagement, and substance abuse are disastrous impediments to successful reintegration 

into society (Phillips & Lindsay, 2011; Rokach, 1997; Walker, 2011). 

 

Aim of This Study 

Recently qualitative studies have described posttraumatic growth as a profound shift in 

how offenders and prisoners experience themselves, the others and the world as result of 

processing a loss of meaning induced by crime and imprisonment (Elisha et al., 2013; Ferrito 
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et al., 2012; Guse & Hudson, 2014; Mapham & Hefferon, 2012; van Ginneken, 2014; 

Vanhooren et al., 2015). Similar to the general population, these qualitative studies found 

strategies such as emotional coping, religious coping, and searching for meaning to be 

supportive of the process that leads to posttraumatic growth. Specific modes of emotional 

support, such as psychotherapy, and modes of religious coping, such as seeking chaplain 

support, were also found to stimulate this kind of growth in prisoners. 

However, there are no quantitative studies available that have explored the 

associations between these coping strategies and posttraumatic growth among offenders. 

Therefore, we set up a quantitative study to test if these specific coping strategies are related 

to posttraumatic growth in a sample of prisoners. Based on these studies, we hypothesize that 

emotional coping, religious coping, and search for meaning will be positive predictors of 

posttraumatic growth among prisoners. We also hypothesize that psychotherapy and chaplain 

support will be associated with higher levels of posttraumatic growth. 

Coping strategies such as avoidance, denial, substance abuse, and behavioral 

disengagement have been thought to impede posttraumatic growth in the general population 

(Schuettler & Boals, 2001; Triplett et al., 2011). Although qualitative studies on posttraumatic 

growth did not mention maladaptive coping strategies, we hypothesize that denial, substance 

abuse and behavioral disengagement will be negative predictors of posttraumatic growth in 

offenders.  

 

Method 

Procedure 

 A cross-sectional study with a final sample of 365 prisoners was performed at three 

prisons in Belgium. The first prison is a closed regime prison with a medium to high risk 

population. The prison contains a separate block for non-convicted prisoners and a separate 
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block for female prisoners. The second prison holds high to medium risk prisoners. The third 

prison has an open regime and contains only low to medium risk convicted male prisoners.  

 All Dutch-speaking prisoners who were available at the moment of the research were 

invited to participate. The first author had a brief contact with each prisoner in order to 

explain the purpose of the study. Prisoners who were willing to participate signed an informed 

consent document. In order to protect the privacy of the prisoners, the first author personally 

collected the completed questionnaire in an anonymous sealed envelope. In this way, the 

information was not shared with the prison staff and maximum confidentiality was 

guaranteed. The informed consent document and the study itself were approved by the ethical 

commission of KU Leuven (the University of Leuven, Belgium) and by the Belgian General 

Directory of prison institutions. 

Although the informed consent document was signed by 427 prisoners, only 411 

handed the sealed envelope to the researcher, and 46 of the returned envelopes contained 

blank (or almost blank) questionnaires, which were omitted from the study. In the end, the 

questionnaires of 365 prisoners (response rate: 85.84%) were used in this study. 

The study was conducted during March – July 2014. 

 

Participants 

Demographic information about the ratio of male to female prisoners, age, educational 

level based on the highest diploma, and religious background are to be found in Table 1. 

Prison-related information (sentenced vs. unsentenced prisoners, number of times of 

imprisonment, actual time spent in prison during this incarceration, and type of offence) is 

listed in Table 2. Information concerning the rate of psychotherapy attendance and chaplain 

support during imprisonment is also to be found in Table 2. 
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Measures 

 The Posttraumatic Growth-Inventory (PTG-I, Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996), a widely 

used measure of posttraumatic growth, is a 21-item scale comprised of five subscales: New 

Possibilities (e.g. “I established a new path for my life”), Relating to Others (e.g. “I have a 

greater sense of closeness with others”), Personal Strength (e.g. “I know better that I can 

handle difficulties”), Spiritual Change (e.g. “I have a better understanding of spiritual 

matters”), and Appreciation of Life (e.g. “I can better appreciate each day”). Each item is 

scored on a 6-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 (I did not experience this change as a result 

of my crisis) to 5 (I experienced this change to a very great degree as a result of my crisis). 

Higher scores on the PTG-I indicate more growth. It has an internal consistency of .90 and a 

test-retest reliability of .71 (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). Because no Dutch translation was 

available, a translation team (consisting of two native Dutch speakers and one native English 

speaker), provided a Dutch version of the scale. In our sample, the translated Dutch PTG-I 

had a Cronbach’s Alpha of .93. 

The Meaning in Life questionnaire (MLQ, Steger et al., 2006) has been used in many 

studies to assess presence of meaning as well as the active search for meaning (Steger, 2013). 

The questionnaire has two subscales, Presence of Meaning and Search for Meaning. 

Confirmatory factor analyses in multiple populations revealed a two-factor structure and good 

internal consistency (Steger et al., 2006). For this study, we only used the Search for 

Meaning-subscale, which consists of five items (e.g. “I am looking for something that makes 

my life feel meaningful”). Each item is scored on a 5 point Likert-scale, ranging from 1 

(Absolutely untrue) to 5 (Absolutely true). In our sample, Cronbach’s Alpha of this subscale 

was .69. Because no Dutch translation was available, a team of four researchers worked on a 

translation through consensus and back-translation into English.  
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 The Brief COPE subscales (Carver, 1997) have regularly been used in studies on life 

stress, meaning-making processes, and health-related studies (Carver, 1997; Park, 2010). The 

Brief COPE is a valid shortened version of the Full COPE. The Brief COPE consists of 

fourteen subscales, of two items each. The subscales can be used separately depending on the 

researchers’ choice. For this study, we picked out the subscales Using Emotional Support (e.g. 

“I have been getting comfort and understanding from someone”), Religion (e.g. “I have been 

praying or meditating”), Denial (e.g. “I have been refusing to believe that this is happened”), 

Substance Use (e.g. “I have been using alcohol or other drugs to make myself feel better”), 

and Behavioral Disengagement (e.g. “I have been giving up trying to deal with it”). 

Cronbach’s Alpha of the subscale Using Emotional Support in our sample was .74, for 

Religion .87, for Denial .63, Substance Use .92, and Behavioral Disengagement’ .63. The 

same procedure was used to translate these scales into Dutch as with the MLQ. 

 Demographic information was obtained through the self-reported questionnaire 

regarding gender, age, level of education, religious-cultural background, whether or not being 

in therapy, being supported by a chaplain, working in prison or taking a form of education in 

prison, number of times being incarcerated, time spent in prison this time, prison institution, 

kind of crime committed, and traumatic experiences during childhood.  

 

Analytical Strategy 

All analyses were performed in SPSS 22.0. First, Pearson correlations were calculated 

between demographic variables (age, educational level), prison variables (number of times 

being imprisoned and the amount of time spent in prison during this incarceration) and our 

study variables (emotional support, religious coping, denial, substance use, behavioral 

disengagement, search for meaning and posttraumatic growth). Univariate analyses were 

performed on gender, therapy attendance and chaplain support, with regard to mean 
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differences in posttraumatic growth. Hierarchical multiple regression analyses were 

performed to determine the relative importance of the specific coping strategies in predicting 

posttraumatic growth.  

 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Correlations are presented in Table 3. Age and educational level were significantly and 

positively related with denial, substance use, and negatively related with posttraumatic 

growth. Number of times being imprisoned is negatively related with denial and substance 

use, whereas the actual time spent in prison during this incarceration is positively related with 

posttraumatic growth and search for meaning. With regard to our study variables, emotional 

support, religious coping and search for meaning were positively related with posttraumatic 

growth. Behavioral disengagement, on the other hand, showed a significant negative relation 

with posttraumatic growth. Furthermore, search for meaning was positively related with 

religious coping. Average scores on posttraumatic growth suggest a small amount of 

posttraumatic growth (M = 2.52, SD = 1.13). 

Mean-level analyses of posttraumatic growth showed significant differences (F(1, 

359) = 7.88, p < .01) between inmates who received visits of a chaplain (M = 2.70, SD = 1.10) 

compared with inmates who did not (M = 2.37, SD = 1.14), with the latter showing lower 

levels of posttraumatic growth. Similarly, inmates who received therapy reported higher 

levels of posttraumatic growth (M = 2.90, SD = 1.09) than their counterparts who did not 

receive therapy (M = 2.42, SD = 1.12) (F(1, 360) = 10.17, p < .01). There were no significant 

differences between male and female prisoners regarding posttraumatic growth (F(1, 360)= 

2.08, ns). 
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Primary Analyses 

 In order to determine the relative importance of the specific coping strategies in 

predicting posttraumatic growth, hierarchical multiple regression analyses were performed. 

Age and educational level were entered as control variables in Step 1. Number of times being 

imprisoned and the actual time spent in prison were entered as prison-related variables in Step 

2. Coping strategies are entered in Step 3. In order to investigate if search for meaning added 

significantly to the prediction of posttraumatic growth after controlling for the coping 

strategies, search for meaning is entered in Step 4. Table 4 presents the regression 

coefficients. 

 The variables (age and educational level) entered in Step 1 significantly predicted 

posttraumatic growth. This was due to a significantly negative effect of educational level. The 

variables entered in Step 2 explained additional variance and the amount of time having spent 

during the actual incarceration was a significant positive predictor of posttraumatic growth. In 

Step 3, the coping strategies significantly predicted posttraumatic growth after controlling for 

age, educational level and prison-related variables. Posttraumatic growth was positively 

predicted by emotional support and religious coping, and negatively predicted by behavioral 

disengagement. Finally, search for meaning positively predicted posttraumatic growth after 

controlling for the socio-demographic variables of age and education, the prison-related 

variables and the distinct coping strategies. 

 

Discussion 

 In a sample of 365 prisoners, we conducted a cross-sectional study focusing on 

predictors of posttraumatic growth during incarceration. Specifically, we hypothesized that 

emotional support, religious coping, and searching for meaning would be positive predictors, 
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whereas denial, substance use and behavioral disengagement were expected to be negative 

predictors of posttraumatic growth. 

As expected, emotional support, religious coping, and search for meaning were 

identified as positive predictors of posttraumatic growth. These findings are consistent with 

the qualitative studies on posttraumatic growth among offenders (Elisha et al., 2013; Ferrito et 

al., 2012; Mapham & Hefferon, 2012, van Ginneken,2014), as well as with studies on 

posttraumatic growth in the general population (Cho & Park, 2013; Helgeson et al., 2006; 

Prati & Pietrantioni, 2009). Behavioral disengagement was found to be a negative predictor of 

posttraumatic growth, which is also consistent with studies on maladjustment in offender and 

non-offender populations (Carver, 1997; Phillips & Lindsay, 2011) and studies on 

posttraumatic growth in the general population (Triplett et al., 2012). Denial and substance 

use on the other hand, were not identified as predictive coping strategies.  

Although we did not expect these variables to play an important role, age and 

education turned out to be negative predictors and the amount of time spent in prison during 

the actual incarceration turned out to be a positive predictor of posttraumatic growth. 

Moreover, we found that psychotherapy and being supported by a chaplain were significantly 

related to posttraumatic growth in a positive way. 

 As expected, searching for meaning led to higher levels of posttraumatic growth in this 

study. For a start, this means that there are prisoners who actively search for new meanings 

and purposes in life during their prison time. Qualitative studies have mentioned this 

phenomenon (Ferrito et al., 2012; Maruna et al., 2006). New here is the fact that we actually 

measured the appearance of this search for meaning and that this predicts posttraumatic 

growth in a positive way. Higher levels of posttraumatic growth mean a shift in one’s sense of 

self, in a higher appreciation of important relationships, and a changed philosophy of life 

(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). This means there is a group of prisoners who not only search for 
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meaning, but also succeed in finding new meanings, which results in posttraumatic growth as 

a result of incarceration. As the qualitative studies suggested, other coping styles might play 

an important role in generating these new meanings (cf. supra). 

In general, emotional support is found to be an important factor in posttraumatic 

growth, because being listened to by others helps a person work through the emotional 

elements of the distressing event and to create new narratives and meanings (Tedeschi & 

Calhoun, 2004). In our study, emotional support turned out to be a positive predictor of 

posttraumatic growth. It is not a coincidence that we also found a significant positive 

relationship between psychotherapy and posttraumatic growth in our sample. One of the main 

ingredients of successful psychotherapy is the empathic and therapeutic relationship 

(Norcross, 2002). Calhoun and Tedeschi (2013) describe therapists as expert companions and 

empathy as crucial for posttraumatic growth to evolve. For offenders, empathic understanding 

of their inner world can help them to engage in a deeper reflective process about the 

consequences of the crime, but also about their own painful and traumatic past experiences 

(Elisha et al., 2013; Vanhooren et al., 2015a). In working through these issues, the therapist 

encourages the client to pursue his or her search for new meanings (Joseph, 2011).  

The significant positive relationship that we found between posttraumatic growth and 

support by chaplains, can be explained in the same way. Moreover, chaplains also support 

religious coping, which was found to be another important positive predictor in our sample. 

As we mentioned earlier, religious and spiritual coping have been identified as very important 

coping strategies for many prisoners, who often use religion and other spiritual resources to 

find new meanings in their life (Maruna et al., 2006). In the general population, religious and 

spiritual coping has also been associated with posttraumatic growth (Helgeson et al., 2006; 

Prati & Pietrantioni, 2009).  
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Behavioral disengagement was a strong negative predictor in our sample. Earlier 

studies have shown that behavioral disengagement is associated with recidivism (Phillips & 

Lindsay, 2011). In general, behavioral disengagement was found to be maladaptive and even 

a predictor of more distress in the future. Behavioral disengagement has also been associated 

with lower levels of posttraumatic growth in non-offender populations (Triplett et al., 2012). 

Behavioral disengagement might be explained by a lack of coping skills, a lack of courage to 

deal with the experience of failure, or a lack of hardiness (Maddi, 2014). In this case, a 

prisoner would experience a loss of meaning by incarceration and the crime, but would give 

up trying to find new global meanings (Triplett et al., 2012). In this case, posttraumatic 

growth would not occur. Our findings seem to support this idea. 

 Interestingly, we also found other predictors for posttraumatic growth during 

incarceration. The amount of time the prisoner spent in prison was related with higher levels 

of posttraumatic growth. This makes sense, because posttraumatic growth does not appear 

immediately after a distressing event (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004), but only occurs after a 

process of affective and cognitive labor, which takes some time (Helgeson et al., 2006). It is 

also possible that being given a longer sentence creates a bigger threat and more substantial 

loss to the prisoner than a short sentence. In this way, posttraumatic growth would be more 

likely to occur in the first case, since the chance that the global meanings are threatened are 

higher. 

We also found that older prisoners achieved lower levels of posttraumatic growth than 

younger inmates. A similar trend has been found in non-offender populations such as HIV-

patients and cancer-patients (Milam, 2006). This is harder to interpret, since there could be 

several reasons why older prisoners would score lower on posttraumatic growth. It is not clear 

whether they suffered less from a loss of meanings, or whether they had a harder time to find 

new meanings in life. 
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The same question arises about our findings that higher education is a negative 

predictor of posttraumatic growth. Studies on posttraumatic growth in other non-offender 

populations often show contrary results; higher education and socio-economic status are 

usually positively associated with posttraumatic growth (Stanton et al., 2006; Milam, 2006; 

Salo et al., 2005). In our own pilot study with 30 sex-offenders, we also found that education 

was negatively associated with posttraumatic growth (Vanhooren et al., 2015a). Although this 

might be a recurrent phenomenon for offenders, we don’t have an immediate explanation.  

To our surprise, substance abuse didn’t have any significant effect on posttraumatic 

growth. We wonder if a more detailed questionnaire on the use of drugs would have yielded a 

different result. Based on our clinical experiences with prisoners, we could expect that the use 

of hard drugs would have a negative relation with posttraumatic growth, whereas occasional 

use of soft drugs might be neutral or even be positively related with posttraumatic growth, 

depending on other coping resources. 

  

Limitations 

 This study has some limitations that need to be taken into account when interpreting 

the results. Being a cross-sectional study, we were not able to search for causal relationships, 

or the evolution of coping strategies, search for meaning, and posttraumatic growth over time. 

We restricted our sample to prisoners who speak Dutch, the official language in the Northern 

part of Belgium, but a sizable minority in the Belgian prisons are foreign nationals who only 

speak their native language, such as Arabic, Russian, etcetera.  This part of the prison 

population was, therefore, excluded from our study. We hope future studies will focus on 

posttraumatic growth among prisoners from cultural minorities. We think there is a role here 

for smaller studies with a mixed method design, because the experience of incarceration in a 
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foreign country might leave different traces in a prisoner and growth might be experienced in 

different way.  

An important suggestion for future research about therapy attendance and 

posttraumatic growth is to distinguish prisoners who are at the start of their therapy from 

those at the ending stages or who have completed therapy. We didn’t make this distinction. 

We wonder if the level of posttraumatic growth in the latter group would even be higher 

compared with therapy starters or non-attendees. Other variables, such as substance use and 

denial need to be studied in more detail as well. As we suggested, a distinction should be 

made between the use of hard drugs and soft drugs and between occasional and habitual use. 

Another important issue is the relationship between posttraumatic growth in prisoners and 

desistance from crime. Although qualitative studies have suggested this relationship (Guse & 

Hudson, 2014; Mapham & Hefferon, 2012), longitudinal studies are needed to get more 

clarity on this subject.  

Since this was the first quantitative study on posttraumatic growth among prisoners, 

we want to emphasize that this study needs replication. Although our results are largely 

consistent with the qualitative studies, more quantitative research is needed to check whether 

they can be widely generalized. 

 

Conclusions 

 Everybody would probably sign up for the positive changes that accompany 

posttraumatic growth. However, posttraumatic growth cannot be taken for granted and does 

not appear without the initial personal crisis and the subsequent period of trying to make sense 

of what happened (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). In this study, we focused on the coping 

strategies that might help or impede the process that leads to posttraumatic growth and new 

meanings in life during incarceration. Emotional understanding by others and religious coping 
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were clearly supportive of this process. Behavioral disengagement, or giving up coping, 

impeded posttraumatic growth, as expected. 

 At the heart of the process that leads to growth lies the attempt to rebuild a new 

identity and a meaningful life. Searching for new meanings predicted posttraumatic growth in 

this study. This also means that there is indeed a group of prisoners who embark for an 

existential quest during incarceration and succeed in acquiring a new set of beliefs during this 

process. Sadly enough, the fact that behavioral disengagement was found to be a negative 

predictor of growth might mean that there is also a group of prisoners who don’t have the 

capacity, the courage, or the support for positive change during their prison time. More 

research is needed to identify the characteristics that are associated with the use of the positive 

coping strategies as well as with search for meaning and behavioral disengagement. In this 

way, we might be able to help those who give up along the road and support those who are on 

their way to personal change. 
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Table 1. Demographic Information. 

 

    M   SD      %   Cumulative % 
 

Female (n = 53) 

Male (n = 312) 

 

Age 

 

Education 

Primary 

Secondary 

Bachelor 

University 

 

Religion 

Christian 

Muslim 

Buddhist 

Jewish 

Atheist 

Other 

 

 

 

 

 

40.01 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12.42 

 

 

 

 

14.50% 

85.50% 

 

 

 

 

27.70% 

58.20% 

08.30% 

05.80% 

 

 

63.10% 

07.00% 

01.40% 

00.60% 

08.20% 

19.70% 

 

 

14.50% 

100.00% 

 

 

 

 

27.70% 

85.90% 

94.20% 

100.00% 

 

 

63.10% 

70.10% 

71.50% 

72.10% 

80.30% 

100.00% 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



29 
 

Table 2. Information about Prison-Variables, Therapy Attendance, and Chaplain Support. 

 

 M SD    %      Cumulative % 
 

Unsentenced (n = 68) 

Sentenced (n = 297) 

 

Times of being imprisoned 

Months incarcerated this time 

 

Drug-related offences 

Murder 

Other personal violence 

Sexual delinquency 

Fraud 

Burglary 

Theft and robbery 

Arson 

Other 

 

In therapy during incarceration 

Not in therapy 

 

Contact with chaplain 

No contact with chaplain 

 

 

 

 

2.57 

38.54 

 

 

 

 

 1.46 

38.14 

 

 

 

 

18.60% 

81.40% 

 

 

 

 

34.30% 

15.10% 

13.10% 

11.40% 

07.00% 

04.20% 

03.90% 

02.80% 

08.20% 

 

19.70% 

80.30% 

 

44.20% 

55.80% 

 

18.60% 

100.00% 

 

 

 

 

34.30% 

49.40% 

62.50% 

73.90% 

80.90% 

85.10% 

89.00% 

91.80% 

100.00% 

 

19.70% 

100.00% 

 

44.20% 

100.00% 
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Table 3. Correlations between Age, Educational Level, Prison-related Variables, and Coping Strategies (n = 320).  

 1.  2.  3.  4.  5.  6.  7.  8.  9.  10.  11.  

1. Age 1           

2. Educational 

Level 

  .19** 1          

3. Times in 

Prison 

-.16** - .15** 1         

4. Time spent in 

Prison 

 .26***  - .03 - .07 1        

5. Denial  .27***   .15** - .12*    .03 1       

6. Substance Use -.34*** - .16** - .19**    .02 - .07 1      

7. Disengagement  .03   .05 - .01 .06   .32***  .20*** 1     

8. Emotional 

Support 

-.07 - .10 - .04 - .01   .03 - .03 - .10 1    

9. Religious 

Coping 

 .09   .07 - .02   .01   .16** - .09   .12*   .10 1   

10. Search for 

Meaning 

-.09 - .03 - .05 .12*   .07   .09   .12*   .05   .17** 1  

11. Posttraumatic 

Growth 

-.12* - .19** .06 .18**   .02 - .01 - .18** .39***   .20***   .22*** 1 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001 (two-tailed). 
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Table 4. Hierarchical Regression predicting Posttraumatic Growth. 

Predictor β Step 1 β Step 2 β Step 3 β Step 4 

Age - .09 - .14 * - .18 ** -.15 ** 

Educational level - .17 ** - .15 ** - .13 * - .13 * 

Number of  times in 
prison 

 .02  .06 .07 

Months in prison  .21 *** .23 *** .21 *** 

Denial   .11 * .10 

Substance use   - .03  - .04 

Emotional support   .32 *** .32 *** 

Disengagement   - .21 *** - .22 *** 

Religious coping            .20 ***  .17 ** 

Search for meaning    .16 ** 

∆ R² .04 ** .04** .21 *** .02 ** 

 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

 

 


