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ABSTRACT 
 

The present study aims to investigate the relationship between attachment to God and forgiveness in teenagers. 

To this aim, 80 male students were selected using cluster sampling. The data required for the study were 

collected by two questionnaires about forgiveness and attachment to God. Using Pearson’s correlation, the data 

revealed that there is a positive and meaningful relationship between attachment to God and forgiveness 

(sig=0.01, r=0.28) However, the other two aspects of forgiveness (cognitive and behavioural) did not reveal 

positive and meaningful relationship. Thus, it can be said that attachment to God mainly impacts one’s feelings 

about other people. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

A child’s tendency to establish a kind of close relationship with certain people and consequently feel 

more secure in the presence of these people has been called "attachment". The bulk of studies into attachment in 

children is rooted in the researches conducted by John Bowlby in 1950s and 1960s. Based on the attachment 

theory, a child’s inability to have strong attachments to one or a number of people at the early years of life is 

linked to their inability to have close individual relationship in adulthood [1]. Based on the studies conducted by 

Ainsworth et al. the behaviours that most children exhibit in unfamiliar situations can be divided into three 

categories: secure attachment, avoidant attachment, and anxious attachment [2]. Children with secure attachment 

find their parents caring, available, and able to satisfy their needs. However, when parents are incapable of 

providing their children with a secure shelter or offering them a secure refuge, they might not be able to gain their 

children's trust and thus in such families, children will be deprived of having secure attachment and consequently 

these children might either develop avoidant or anxious attachment. Children and adolescents develop a concept 

of God in their minds as their cognitive and emotional development progresses. With children’s growth taking 

place in a suitable environment, the unconscious motivation for theology and contact with the transcendent being 

turns conscious, and some concepts are formed in their minds which prompt them to believe in ever-lasting God. 

Thus, they gradually realize that the scope of their parents’ accountability, availability and capability is too 

tentative and limited to meet their needs and that transcendent God is the only infinite being.  From this stage on, 

the process of formation and evolution of reliance on and confidence in God becomes prominent. Although the 

shift in secure attachment from parents to a supreme being is gradual, it forms the basis of reliance on God. The 

concept of secure attachment to God is formed in adolescents along with development of an inner pattern of 

attachment. And the shift of their expectations from parents and friends to Almighty God – to meet their needs 

and ride out difficult situations – forms the main core of spirituality in people [3]. Kirk Patrick is of the conviction 

that relationship with God is more similar to parent-child attachment rather than adulthood relationships [4]. He 

has presented some evidence indicating the characteristics of the attached behavior in relation to God. These 

characteristics generally identify God as a being we can approach through worship and prayer. What all these 

indicators share is that through worship, we can have a sincere feeling of proximity to God and believe that God is 

always present [5]. Ghobari Bonab [3] states that childhood experiences with parents can leave tremendous 

effects on the nature of relationship with God, acceptance of religious teachings, and thus children’s religiousness. 

Based on the abovementioned issues, it can be said that type of attachment in childhood affects type of attachment 

to God [3]. The results obtained from different researches indicate that those who have secure attachments to 

people also have secure attachment to God [6]. Kirk Patrick [7] has mentioned that religion can be conceptualized 

as a sort of attachment process [7]. Therefore, from the psychological perspective, God acts as an attachment 

figure towards whom people move in order to experience security and comfort [8]. Kafman, a theologian who is 
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acquainted with the theory of attachment, states that our idea about God is absolutely an opinion about attachment 

imagery; God is a parent, a supporter and care-taker who is always present and is accessible to children at the time 

of need. Since forgiveness is one of the key components of attachment, those who feel secure attachment have the 

experience of being forgiven. Drawing on such experiences, these people can forgive other people in their inter-

personal relationships easier than those who are have never experienced forgiveness [9]. Based on Pengelton's 

[10] definition, forgiveness is the inside process of psychological-emotional release by which an individual who 

has been hurt will feel free of their anger, rage, or fear, in a way that they will no longer show any tendency for 

taking revenge [10]. Martin and Denton [11] are of the conviction that the process of forgiveness happens slowly 

and it does not constitute forgetting painful memories [11]. As it can be seen, according to Enright, the three 

aspects of forgiveness (self-forgiveness, forgiving other, and request for forgiveness) form the triangle of 

forgiveness. It means that an individual first needs to forgive himself in order to be able to forgive others. Those 

who feel guilty for a long time and cannot ignore their mistakes, are not able to easily forgive others. Thus any 

time they themselves make a mistake, they are not able to ask for forgiveness. In contrast, an individual who 

accepts their mistake, can forgive themselves by sympathy, modesty and self-affection, thus will be able to better 

forgive others and turn their attitude towards the other person positive. Such a person, if committing a mistake, 

can easily ask for forgiveness from the injurer [12].  

Self-forgiveness and forgiving others are among the factors that can be found in people who have secure 

attachment. Since such people describe themselves as friendly, lovely and supporting, they can easier ignore their 

mistakes and since their relationships are more sustainable in comparison to insecure people, they can easier 

forgive people in comparison to those who have insecure attachment.  

Attachment style or the degree of security in the relationship is probably an important factor that affects 

the two important factors of contrast management and emotional regulation in the long-term relationships 

[13].The studies into attachment have demonstrated that adults’ system of attachment will be activated under 

stressful conditions and lead the individuals with different mental patterns of attachment to regulate their 

emotions and cope with the stressful factor based on the methods that they learned in the past or those that have 

been strengthened [14]. Taking into account the concept of emotional regulation, Cerof has described secure 

attachment as: facilitating inter-personal relationships and increasing the tolerance level of tension while 

maintaining normal and organized behaviours in coping with the tension. The people who are securely attached, 

have more compatible approaches for organizing and controlling their emotional experiences. Forgiveness is a 

behavioural response to inter-personal betrayal or conflict that might be an approach that is used by those who 

have secure attachment in order to safely pass through the emotional storms of life. One of the potentially 

significant elements with regard to forgiveness, which is an under-studied area, is the type of attachment. The 

history of people’s relationships and their security in the relationship probably affects their compatibility in the 

current relationships and particularly their coping with betrayal and conflict [13]. In addition, studies imply that 

there is a meaningful and positive correlation between forgiveness and secure attachment and there is negative 

and meaningful correlation between insecure attachment and forgiveness [15]. 

   The subject is forgiveness is raised following the sense of hurt that an individual experiences in inter-

personal relationships and being hurt as a tension-making factor has different personal and social consequences, 

among the most important ones, one can mention anger and hatred, revenge, and break up of friendships) and thus 

it can activate attachment system and consequently leave effects of the psychological well-being of an individual.  

 

The concept of Forgiveness 

Booris [16] is of the conviction that forgiveness is a process that shows individuals how to treat their 

emotional injuries by having another perspective towards the person who has hurt them [16]. Enright [17] 

describes forgiveness as: “a personal tendency for getting rid of the pain and the negative judgment towards the 

person who is responsible for the injury, which consequently leads to the change of the negative attitude to a 

positive one towards that person”. Therefore, there is no talk of justice and fair attitude in this process, but the 

person who has been hurt adopts a sympathizing and friendly attitude towards the person who has hurt them and 

attempts to get rid of the sense of being hurt through changing the judgments, emotions, and negative attitudes 

towards the person who has made mistakes [17].  

 

Forgiveness Steps from Enright’s Perspective 

Enright [18] believes that forgiveness requires certain steps which include emotional, cognitive and 

behavioural [18].  

 

First Step: confrontation 

The confrontation stage, in the cognitive realm, is when the injured confronts the injuring event and 

reacts to the shock of the event. First, he reviews and expresses the need for forgiveness in a cognitive style. 

Then, he assesses the existing hypotheses concerning the world and the people in regard to the injury. In the 

emotional stage, the emotional functions of the person such as emotional shock, denial, anger suppression, guilt, 

depression and anxiety will become evident. In the behavioural stage, the person who is hurt starts talking about 

the painful event [18].  
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Stage 2: Clarification 

At this stage, the injured attempts to understand the reason behind the event and tries to give meaning to 

it. In the cognitive stage, this is done by the injured. In the emotional stage, the person tries to legitimize and 

control his feelings. In the behavioural stage, the injured pays attention to their own as well as the friends’ 

reactions and attempts to prepare himself to move to the next stage, while he has gained a new meaning and 

understanding about his relationship with the injurer(s) in order to enable himself to continue the path Murray, 

2002[19] 

 

Third Stage: Practice 
At this stage the injured person must pay attention to the injurer, control his anger, change the past 

understanding and try to make up for the past. In the cognitive stage, the injurer must look at the problem from a 

new perspective, must investigate and put it in a new framework and form new expectations. At the emotional 

stage, the injured starts sympathizing with the injurer. In the behavioural stage, the injurer makes decisions about 

continuing the relationship with the injurer based on the inuring event [19].  

Based on the concept of attachment and forgiveness, the following research questions can be proposed: 

Is there a relationship between secure attachment to God and the cognitive aspect of forgiveness? 

Is there a relationship between secure attachment to God and the emotional aspect of forgiveness? 

Is there a relationship between secure attachment to God and the behavioral aspect of forgiveness? 

 

 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 

The methodology of this research is correlational-descriptive. Male students attending a public school in 

Tehran in the 2010- 2011 school year formed the statistical population of the study.  Clustering Sampling Method 

was used to pick out the samples. In other words, one school from among all boys' guidance schools in Tehran 

was chosen. Two freshmen classes of that school were randomly selected. In total, there were 80 students in those 

two classes.  

 

Tools 
In this study, the 16-item AGS tool with the 6-point Liker scale was used to measure the extent of the 

teenagers’ attachment to God (from strongly agree to strongly disagree) [20]. In the current study, Cronbach's 

alpha of the questionnaire is a=0.99. The forgivenessl tool developed by Ray [21]was used to assess the 

forgiveness. This questionnaire had 15 questions. Also, in this study, test-retest method was applied to determine 

the reliability of the test. The reliability obtained from test-retest method in this questionnaire was r=0.86 [12]. 

 

3. RESULTS  

 

Table 1. Mean and standard deviation of correlation coefficient between scores of attachment to God and the 

cognitive aspect of forgiveness 

Significance Level Correlation Coefficient  Standard Deviation  Mean  Frequency  Option  

0.37  0.1  
9.26  66.82  80  Attachment to God  

2.04  8.58  80  Cognitive forgiveness  

 

Table 1 demonstrates mean and standard deviation of correlation coefficient between scores of 

attachment to God and the cognitive forgiveness in the tests. The mean of scores of attachment to God in the 

students is 66.82 and the standard deviation is 9.26. In addition, the mean of scores of cognitive forgiveness in the 

present group n 8.58 and the standard deviation is 2.04. correlation coefficient between these two variables is 

r=0.1 and the level of meaning is sig=0.37, which indicates that there is no relationship between the score of 

attachment to God and cognitive forgiveness.  

 

Table 2. Mean and standard deviation of correlation coefficient between scores of attachment to God and the 

emotional aspect of forgiveness 

Significance Level Correlation Coefficient  Standard Deviation  Mean  Frequency  Option  

0.01  0.28** 
9.26  66.82  80  Attachment to God  

3.31  12.91  80  Emotional forgiveness  

 

Table 2 demonstrates mean and standard deviation of correlation coefficient between scores of 

attachment to God and the emotional forgiveness in the tests. The mean of scores of attachment to God in the 

students is 66.82 and the standard deviation is 9.26. In addition, the mean of scores of emotional forgiveness in 

the present group n 12.91 and the standard deviation is 3.31. Correlation coefficient between these two variables is 
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r=0.28 and the level of meaning is sig=0.01, which indicates that the relationship between the score of attachment 

to God and emotional forgiveness is positive and meaningful. 

 

Table 3. Mean and standard deviation of correlation coefficient between scores of attachment to God and the 

behavioural aspect of forgiveness 

Significance Level Correlation Coefficient  Standard Deviation  Mean  Frequency  Option  

0.05  0.21  
9.26  66.82  80  Attachment to God  

1.98  8.46  80  Behavioral forgiveness  

 

Table 3 demonstrates mean and standard deviation of correlation coefficient between scores of 

attachment to God and the behavioural forgiveness in the tests. The mean of scores of attachment to God in the 

students is 66.82 and the standard deviation is 9.26. In addition, the mean of scores of emotional forgiveness in 

the present group is 8.46 and the standard deviation is 1.98. Correlation coefficient between these two variables is 

r=0.21 and the level of meaning is sig=0.05, which indicates that there is no relationship between the score of 

attachment to God and behavioural forgiveness. 

 

4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 
The findings of this study indicate that there is a positive and meaningful relationship between 

attachment to God and emotional forgiveness. However, no meaningful relationship was observed between 

attachment to God and the cognitive aspect of forgiveness. In regard to the relationship between attachment to 

God and behavioural forgiveness, the correlation coefficient of r=0.21 was obtained, which is not considered 

meaningful, although the correlation is positive. The findings in the emotional aspect of forgiveness are in fact in 

line with the findings of the studies conducted by Beliad et al. [15]. Within the theoretical framework, there is a 

considerable similarity between attachment theory and forgives. Both include such components as trust, 

relationship, sympathy, emotional self-regulation, and a complex set of psychological changes that focus on self 

and others (such as wrong-doers). Forgiveness usually requires sympathy and overcoming self-doubt, guilt, and 

anger [22]. In the threatening situations, this process will be facilitated by the secure attachment style [23, 24, 25]. 

The concerns that people with insecure attachments have prevent them from sympathizing with the wrong-doers 

or controlling their negative emotions. In contrast, secure attachment reduces the need for self-protection or self-

punishment [26] and allows the individual to consider the other party’s perspective and to control his rage [27, 28, 

29]. Although the present study evaluates attachment to God and not general attachment, the results obtained from 

the study indicate that there is a positive and meaningful relationship between attachment to God and emotional 

forgiveness. However no relationship has been observed between attachment to God and cognitive forgiveness, 

indicating that attachment itself is of the emotional and sensual type. However, strengthening the cognitive 

foundations of belief in God can enhance the other aspects of cognitive forgiveness. 
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