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Relationships of Posttraumatic
Growth and Stress Responses in

Bereaved Young Adults

KANAKO TAKU
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RICHARD G. TEDESCHI and ARNIE CANN
Department of Psychology, University of North Carolina at Charlotte,
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The present study examined posttraumatic growth (PTG) and its
associations with stress responses in bereaved young adults. It was
hypothesized that the PTG domains that are more strongly endor-
sed among the bereaved would show an inverted-U-shaped rela-
tionship with stress responses. Japanese undergraduate students
who reported their loss of loved ones as the most traumatic experi-
ence within the past 5 years completed the Posttraumatic Growth
Inventory (PTGI) and the revised Impact of Event Scale. Results
revealed that the hypothesized curvilinear relationships were obser-
ved in the PTG domain of relating to others and the combined
domain of spiritual change and appreciation of life, whereas lin-
ear relationships were found in the personal strength and new pos-
sibilities domains. These results suggest that although a certain level
of stress response may be crucial for experiencing PTG, the relation-
ship varies across the PTG domains in these bereaved young adults.

KEYWORDS bereavement, curvilinear relationships, posttraumatic
growth, PTG domains, stress

A better understanding of the psychological mechanisms underlying the
experience of personal growth that may occur as a result of the struggle with
highly stressful or traumatic life events, referred as posttraumatic growth
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(PTG; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996), has important implications for clinical
intervention and theoretical perspectives of human psychological adjustment
and growth. As described in the PTG theoretical model (Calhoun, Cann, &
Tedeschi, 2010; Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2006; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004), a
variety of elements, such as characteristics of the person pretrauma (e.g., per-
sonality, religious beliefs), seismicity of the triggering event (e.g., severity
and subjective impact of the event), cognitive processing (e.g., intrusive
and deliberate rumination), and sociocultural context (e.g., disclosure, cultu-
ral value), are all likely to play a role in determining the degree to which
people experience PTG.

One ongoing research question involves the nature of the relationship
between PTG and the psychological distress created by the event experi-
enced. Because psychological distress is assumed to be the negative outcome
of a stressful life event, and PTG has been conceptualized as positive psycho-
logical change resulting from a stressful life event, negative associations
between these two have been predicted by some researchers. Researchers,
in fact, have found this negative relationship in both a longitudinal study
(Frazier, Conlon, & Glaser, 2001) and a cross-sectional study (Stockton, Hunt,
& Joseph, 2011). But more researchers have found weak to moderate positive
correlations between distress and growth in longitudinal studies (e.g., Dekel,
Ein-Dor, & Solomon, 2012; Holgersen, Boe, & Holen, 2010) and cross-
sectional studies (e.g., Morris, Shakespeare-Finch, Rieck, & Newbery, 2005;
Nightingale, Sher, & Hansen, 2010; Nishi, Matsuoka, & Kim, 2010; Shigemoto
& Poyrazli, 2011), supporting the notion that PTG and continuing psycho-
logical distress may coexist (e.g., Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). These positive
correlations also support the idea that PTG is more likely to occur when the
triggering event was severe enough to shake the assumptive world or core
belief that the person holds (e.g., Calhoun, Cann, & Tedeschi, 2010), since
the stress responses are likely to reflect the degree of severity of the event.
Given the conflicting results, studies have also examined the possibility of
a curvilinear relationship between PTG and distress, and most have con-
firmed an inverted-U-shaped relationship. People with low or high stress
responses are likely to report lower PTG than those with intermediate levels
of stress responses (e.g., Kleim & Ehlers, 2009; Levine, Laufer, Hamama-Raz,
Stein, & Solomon, 2008; McLean et al., 2013; Tomich & Helgeson, 2012).
These findings then lead to the next question of whether this relationship
would be observed consistently across the different domains of PTG.

The majority of the studies supporting the quadratic relationship
between PTG and psychological distress have focused solely on overall
PTG (e.g., Kunst, 2010; McCaslin et al., 2009; McLean et al., 2013) by using
only the total score from the Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI), the
most commonly used instrument assessing psychological growth resulting
from a trauma (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). However, literature suggests that
PTG is not a single-dimensional construct. Five broad dimensions of PTG

2 K. Taku et al.
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have been identified by exploratory factor analyses and tested by confirma-
tory factor analyses with diverse samples (e.g., Lee, Luxton, Reger, & Gahm,
2010; Linley, Andrews, & Joseph, 2007; Taku, Cann, Calhoun, & Tedeschi,
2008): personal strength (e.g., increased self-reliance or recognition of
possessing a sense of strength), relating to others (e.g., greater sense of close-
ness, intimacy, or compassion for others), new possibilities (e.g., developing
a new opportunity or taking a new path in life), spiritual change (e.g.,
deeper understanding of spirituality, including stronger religious beliefs),
and appreciation of life (e.g., greater appreciation for the value of life). The
factor structure of the PTGI, however, slightly varies depending on the sam-
ple characteristics, such as in translated versions. The Japanese version
(PTGI-J; Taku et al., 2007), for example, was found to have four factors, with
the first three (i.e., personal strength, relating to others, and new possibilities)
being replicated and the remaining two (spiritual change and appreciation of
life) being combined, possibly due to the different religious and cultural
background in Japan (Taku et al., 2007).

Although these subdomains of the PTGI have been shown to be
moderately intercorrelated (e.g., Cobb, Tedeschi, Calhoun, & Cann, 2006;
Shakespeare-Finch & Enders, 2008), research also has suggested that these
domains may have distinct features and may capture potentially different
psychological processes and connotations (e.g., Nishi et al., 2010; Splevins,
Cohen, Bowley, & Joseph, 2010; Zoellner & Maercker, 2006). For example,
appreciation of life has been most commonly reported in various samples
across different cultures, such as assault survivors in the UK (Kleim & Ehlers,
2009), adolescents exposed to terror in Israel (Levine, Laufer, Stein, Hamama-
Raz, & Solomon, 2009), trauma survivors in Australia (Shakespeare-Finch &
Barrington, 2012), coronary artery disease patients in Canada (Leung et al.,
2010), and former U.S. prisoners of war (Feder et al., 2008). Personal
strength, on the other hand, is often reported more in individualistic societies
where independence and autonomy are highly valued, such as the U.S., than
in collectivistic cultures where interdependence and harmony are highly
valued, such as Japan (Taku, 2013). Spiritual change has been, as might be
expected, observed more commonly in religious people than in nonreligious
people (Currier, Mallot, Martinez, Sandy, & Neimeyer, 2012; Joseph, 2011).
These studies raise questions about the adequacy of relying on the total score
of the PTGI as an index of the experience of PTG, especially since the total
number of items per subscale is variable in the PTGI. Of 21 PTGI items, the
Relating to Others subscale consists of seven items, whereas Spiritual Change
consists of only two items; thus, the overall PTGI score is more heavily affec-
ted by the subscale that has more items. Studies using the aggregated scores
of the PTGI implicitly assume that people who report higher total scores
would experience the same ‘‘growth’’; however, it is a debatable question
whether or not each of the PTG domains reveals the same psychological
characteristics.

Posttraumatic Growth and Bereavement 3
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Another key element that is likely to affect both the form of PTG experi-
enced and psychological distress is the characteristics of the triggering life
events. Although only a few studies have conducted a direct comparison
of the level of PTG across different types of triggering events, the findings
have demonstrated that PTGI scores can differ according to the trauma type
(e.g., Shakespeare-Finch & Armstrong, 2010; Taku et al., 2007). Death of a
loved one, for example, is often associated with higher levels of PTG, char-
acterized by high growth in the domains of appreciation of life and relating
to others but relatively low growth in the domains of new possibilities and
personal strength (Ickovics et al., 2006; Shakespeare-Finch & Armstrong,
2010; Taku et al., 2007). The purpose of this study is to test whether the curvi-
linear relationships between PTG and stress responses that have been ident-
ified using the PTGI total score would be replicated when examining each of
the PTG domains separately in a sample of Japanese bereaved people. It is
hypothesized that curvilinear relationships should emerge in the PTG dom-
ains that are more likely to be experienced by the bereaved, such as app-
reciation of life. The curvilinear relationships would also emerge in the PTG
domain that has more items in the PTGI (i.e., relating to others), since the
inverted-U-shaped relationship has been reported in studies using the total
score of the PTGI. Specific hypotheses regarding the PTG domains of new
possibilities and personal strength were not formulated, because the pre-
vious studies, especially in Japanese samples, have yielded only small or no
zero-order correlations between these two domains and stress responses (e.g.,
Nishi et al., 2010; Taku et al., 2007), and little research has been conducted to
test the possible curvilinear relationships in each PTG domain separately.

METHOD

Participants and Procedure

College students in Japan (N¼ 589; 327 women, 262 men) participated in this
study. The majority of the participants (n¼ 575, 97.6%) identified their
nationality as Japanese and specified Japanese as their first language. Eleven
people identified as Korean or Chinese, and three identified as American.
These people also reported that Japanese was not their first language; thus,
they were excluded from the current analysis. The inclusion criteria also
included the following: those who indicated that they had lost a loved one
within the past 5 years (n¼ 269, 46.78%) and those who identified their loss
as the most traumatic event they had experienced in the past 5 years. This
resulted in a total of 144 participants (76 female, 68 male). Ages ranged from
18 to 44 years (M¼ 20.22, SD¼ 3.13). The majority were single (n¼ 139,
96.53%). In this subsample, losses occurred 2 to 12 months (21.4%), 1 to 2
years (26.4%), 2 to 3 years (17.1%), 3 to 4 years (17.9%), or 4 to 5 years
(17.1%) prior to the administration of the survey.

4 K. Taku et al.
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The participants were recruited from introductory psychology courses at
one university in the Tokyo area. All participants completed the consent form
and then responded anonymously to a set of inventories without compen-
sation. Data collection took place in classroom settings, and the measures
required approximately 30 minutes to complete. Order of presentation of
the measures was counterbalanced to avoid any order effects. This study
was approved by the university’s institutional review committee.

Measures

SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES

The participants provided demographic information such as gender, age, and
marital status. They then reported whether they had experienced any stress-
ful or traumatic life events within the last 5 years and, if so, what kind of
event(s). Those who reported that they had experienced at least one stressful
or traumatic event then identified the single most traumatic life event and
described it in detail.

POSTTRAUMATIC GROWTH

The Japanese translation of the 21-item PTGI (PTGI: Tedeschi & Calhoun,
1996; PTGI-J: Taku et al., 2007) was used to measure the degree of positive
change experienced in the aftermath of the loss that the participants ident-
ified as the most traumatic in the past 5 years. Each item was rated using a
6-point scale, with values 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). The PTGI has satisfactory reliability and validity
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996) and has been widely used. Internal consistency
for the total 21-item PTGI-J (Cronbach’s a) was .93 in the current sample. The
PTGI-J consists of four domains, with three out of the original five PTGI
domains being replicated (i.e., relating to others, new possibilities, and per-
sonal strength) and the remaining two subscales being combined (spiritual
change and appreciation of life) (Taku et al., 2007). The Cronbach’s alphas
for the subscales in the current sample were .89 for relating to others, .84
for new possibilities, .79 for personal strength, and .70 for the combination
of spiritual change and appreciation of life.

STRESS RESPONSES

The Japanese translation of the 22-item Impact of Event Scale-Revised (IES-R:
Weiss & Marmar, 1997; IES-R-J: Asukai et al., 2002) was used to measure
posttraumatic stress responses or the perceived negative psychological imp-
act of the event. Participants rated the degree to which symptoms occurred
during the past 7 days on a 4-point scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to

Posttraumatic Growth and Bereavement 5
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3 (often). The IES-R and the IES-R-J have demonstrated good reliability and
validity. Although the IES-R contains three subscales (i.e., intrusion, avoid-
ance, and hyperarousal), the current study utilized the total score. The
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the total 22-item scale in the current sample
was .93.

Data Analysis

The differences in the demographic characteristics between those whomet the
inclusion criteria for this study and those who did not were examined by using
a series of t tests and chi-square tests. The linear and quadratic relationships
between PTGI-J and IES-R-J total scores were tested through hierarchical
regression analyses of the PTGI-J total and each of the PTGI-J subscales separ-
ately. The predictor (i.e., IES-R-J total score) was linearly transformed (cen-
tered) by subtracting the mean and entered into the model as Step 1. Then
this score was squared to create the quadratic term and entered into the
regression model as Step 2. Finally, a one-way repeated-measures ANOVA
was conducted to compare the level of growth in each PTG domain. All of
the analyses were conducted using SPSS Version 17.0 for Windows.

RESULTS

Assessment of the Inclusion Criteria

Of the 575 participants who identified their nationality as Japanese, 144
(25.04%) met the inclusion criteria. Their age (M¼ 20.22, SD¼ 3.13) was not
significantly different from that of people who were excluded (M¼
20.54, SD¼ 5.40), t(573)¼ .66, ns. The gender frequencies were not different
between those who met the inclusion criteria (female¼ 76, male¼ 68) and
those who did not (female¼ 240, male¼ 191), v2(1, N¼ 575)¼ .37, ns, and
no differences were found for marital status (single¼ 139, married or
separated¼ 5 for those who met the inclusion criteria; single¼ 424, married

TABLE 1 Means and Zero-Order Correlations for the Study Variables.

Range
Mean
(SD)

Correlations

1 2 3 4

1. Relating to others 0–5 2.24 (1.28)
2. New possibilities 0–5 1.75 (1.23) .67��

3. Personal strength 0–5 1.63 (1.10) .66�� .78��

4. Spiritual change and appreciation of life 0–5 2.30 (1.03) .69�� .65�� .58��

5. IES-R-J 0–3 0.72 (0.64) .24�� .30�� .28�� .28��

��p< .01.

6 K. Taku et al.
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TABLE 2 Hierarchical Regression Analyses Explaining the PTGI-J Domains.

Predictors b F R2 DR2 Adjusted R2

Relating to others
Step 1 IES-R-J .24�� 8.62�� .06 .05
Step 2 IES-R-J .47���

IES-R-J2 �.33�� 9.10�� .12 .06�� .10
New possibilities

Step 1 IES-R-J .30��� 13.95��� .09 .08
Step 2 IES-R-J .37��

IES-R-J2 �.11 7.44�� .10 .01, ns .08
Personal strength

Step 1 IES-R-J .28�� 12.01�� .08 .07
Step 2 IES-R-J .29�

IES-R-J2 �.01 5.97�� .08 .00, ns .07
Spiritual change and appreciation of life

Step 1 IES-R-J .27�� 10.94�� .07 .07
Step 2 IES-R-J .44���

IES-R-J2 �.26� 8.34��� .11 .03� .09

�p< .05; ��p< .01; ���p< .001.

FIGURE 1 Scatterplots of the mean of the PTGI-J relating to others domain and the IES-R-J
total score (centered).

Posttraumatic Growth and Bereavement 7

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
N

or
th

 C
ar

ol
in

a 
C

ha
rl

ot
te

],
 [

A
rn

ie
 C

an
n]

 a
t 0

6:
14

 0
2 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

4 



or separated¼ 7 for those who did not), v2(1, N¼ 575)¼ 1.80, ns. The PTGI-J
total score, ranging from 0 to 105, was also not different, t(555)¼�.23, ns,
between thosewhomet the inclusion criteria (M¼ 42.82, SD¼ 22.15) and those
who did not (M¼ 42.32, SD¼ 22.40). Finally, the IES-R-J total score, ranging
from 0 to 88, was not different, t(555)¼ .75, ns, between those whomet the cri-
teria (M¼ 15.58, SD¼ 13.92) and those who did not (M¼ 16.72, SD¼ 15.94).

Linear and Curvilinear Relationships Between PTG and Stress
Responses

The following analyses were conducted on the sample that met the inclusion
criteria. The zero-order correlation between the PTGI-J and the IES-R-J total
score was .29 (p< .01). Weak and positive correlations (rs¼ .24 to .30) were
found between PTGI-J subscales and the IES-R-J total score (Table 1). Thus,
at the linear level, all of the relationships were positive and significant.

Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to test whether the
quadratic relationship between PTG and stress responses would exist over
and above any linear relationship. The first regression analysis with the cen-
tered score of the IES-R-J total explaining PTGI-J total score was significant,

FIGURE 2 Scatterplots of the mean of the spiritual change and appreciation of life combined
factor and the IES-R-J total score (centered).

8 K. Taku et al.
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b¼ .28, p< .01, R2¼ .08, adjusted R2¼ .07, F(1, 141)¼ 12.09, p< .01; how-
ever, in the second step, the addition of the quadratic term (squared centered
IES-R-J total score) showed a significant increase in R2, b¼� .25, p< .05,
R2¼ .11, adjusted R2¼ .10, DR2¼ .03, F(1, 140)¼ 5.14, p< .05, indicating that
there was a significant quadratic effect in predicting total PTGI-J score. The
same hierarchical regression analyses were conducted for each domain of
the PTGI-J. As seen in Table 2, of the four PTGI-J domains, relating to others
(Figure 1) and the combined factor of spiritual change and appreciation of
life (Figure 2) showed predicted inverted-U quadratic relationships beyond
any linear relationships, supporting our hypothesis, whereas the addition
of the quadratic term did not show a significant increase in R2 in the models
explaining new possibilities (Figure 3) and personal strength (Figure 4).

Level of Growth Among the PTG Domains

A one-way repeated-measures ANOVA was conducted to compare the mean
levels of growth across the PTGI-J domains. Mauchly’s test indicated that
the assumption of sphericity had been violated, v2(5)¼ 16.68, p< .01, and

FIGURE 3 Scatterplots of the mean of new possibilities and the IES-R-J total score
(centered).

Posttraumatic Growth and Bereavement 9
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therefore multivariate tests are reported (e¼ .93). Results showed that the
level of growth differed depending on the PTG domain, Pillai’s trace
V¼ .37, F(3, 137)¼ 26.56, p< .001, partial g2¼ .37. Pairwise comparisons
with the Bonferroni adjustment revealed that, among the four PTGI-J sub-
scales, the degree of PTG reported in relating to others and the combined
factor of spiritual change and appreciation of life was significantly more than
PTG reported in personal strength and new possibilities at p< .001 (Table 1).

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to test whether the curvilinear relationships
between PTG and stress responses would be replicated among bereaved
Japanese young adults when examining the PTG domains separately.
Although a few studies have addressed the potential problems of solely rely-
ing on the total score of the PTGI (e.g., Joseph, 2011) and at least one study
has examined the curvilinear relationships between distress and growth in
each of the PTG domain separately (Kleim & Ehlers, 2009), this is the first

FIGURE 4 Scatterplots of the mean of personal strengths and the IES-R-J total score
(centered).

10 K. Taku et al.
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study to examine these relationships in a bereaved sample. Overall, this
study revealed the quadratic, inverted-U relationships between overall PTG
and stress responses. This outcome is consistent with previous results found
among assault survivors in the UK (Kleim & Ehlers, 2009), military medical
personnel in the U.S. (McLean et al., 2013), adolescents in Israel (Levine
et al., 2008), and university students in Sri Lanka (McCaslin et al., 2009). This
may explain why the subjective severity of the event, which is thought to
reflect the level of psychological distress or posttraumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) symptoms, does not sufficiently explain the variance of PTG when
considered as a purely linear relationship (e.g., Nishi et al., 2010).

Curvilinear relationships were not observed consistently across PTG
domains. Rather, the domains that yielded a greater degree of PTG in
bereaved people (i.e., relating to others and the combined factor of spiritual
change and appreciation of life) supported the curvilinear relationships,
whereas the domains that produced less PTG by the bereaved (i.e., personal
strength and new possibilities) showed only a linear relationship. The likeli-
hood of experiencing growth in each PTG domain is conceivably affected by
the nature of the event. Our sample, bereaved young adults in Japan, com-
monly reported experiencing high growth in the domain of relating to others.
Having more compassion for others or an increased sense of closeness with
others were the examples that our participants reported as a result of loss.
The current findings showed that the greatest growth in this PTG domain
was associated with moderate levels of stress responses associated with loss,
indicating that an optimal level of distress is linked to the greatest PTG in the
relating to others domain. PTG may occur with concomitant states of psy-
chological distress (Calhoun, Tedeschi, Cann, & Hanks, 2010); however,
the current study suggests that greater levels of distress might suppress the
positive changes in relationships.

The domain of spiritual change and appreciation of life also produced
relatively high levels of growth in this bereaved sample, which is consistent
with the literature (e.g., Shakespeare-Finch & Armstrong, 2010). The current
data revealed that the bereaved young adults who reported moderate levels
of psychological distress as a result of their loss reported greater growth in
the domain of spiritual change and appreciation of life. As with the relating
to others domain, the bereaved with high levels of stress responses overall
reported lower growth, which may suggest that these are the ones who
are struggling with PTSD symptoms and that this impedes a connection
between their loss and growth.

The personal strength and new possibilities domains, on the other hand,
did not yield the curvilinear relationships with stress responses. A possible
explanation for the failure to find the inverted-U-shaped relationships is that
these domains were reported at lower levels among our sample. It is possible
that bereavement does not promote increased self-confidence by active
engagement, compared to other highly stressful life events such as injury,
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accident, or relationship issues. A previous study examining the possible
curvilinear relationships between PTG and PTSD symptoms in separate
PTG domains revealed that the quadratic terms were significant for most
PTGI domains except for appreciation of life, spiritual change, and relating
to others (Kleim & Ehlers, 2009), which is the opposite of our current find-
ings. This might be due to the differences in sample characteristics and types
of triggering life events. In Kleim and Ehlers’s study, the sample comprised
people who experienced a physical assault, and they were mainly European.
In fact, several cross-cultural studies focusing on Japanese samples have indi-
cated that the level of growth in the personal strength domain tends to be
low (e.g., Kamibeppu et al., 2010; Taku et al., 2007), whereas this domain
was reported at a high level in Kleim and Ehlers’s study (2009). Although
it may be due to the collectivistic cultural characteristics that Japan might
hold, it is unknown to what degree culture influences growth in this domain
or if it is more due to the characteristics of bereavement. Future research
should sort out the potential impact of cultural values versus the psychologi-
cal characteristics of the triggering event.

This study has advanced our knowledge about the relationships
between PTG and stress responses by building on previous studies and dem-
onstrating that there might be multiple pathways to the experience of PTG
depending on the specific PTG domains, the sociocultural background of
those experiencing the events, and the characteristics of the triggering
events. However, there are several limitations to consider. First, potentially
important information that might impact the relationships was not collected
in this study. For example, the relationships between the bereaved and
the deceased (e.g., family versus friends, how they were close) as well as
the characteristics of death (e.g., the degree of unexpectedness, psychol-
ogical preparedness, and time since the loss) might affect both PTG and
stress responses. The current study solely focused on the relationships
between the resulting PTG and level of distress; thus, it might be impor-
tant to measure these additional characteristics to better understand the
relationships.

Second, the PTG model (e.g., Calhoun, Cann, & Tedeschi, 2010) pro-
poses that how much the triggering event shakes the person’s assumptive
world or core beliefs should play a key role in predicting the degree of
PTG. Future studies are needed to evaluate the culturally validated measure-
ment of this experience of disrupted beliefs and the cognitive processing pre-
dicted to follow (Cann et al., 2011). While an instrument to assess disruption
of beliefs (Core Belief Inventory; Cann et al., 2010) has been developed, no
data have assessed its appropriateness in diverse cultures. Due to our sample
characteristics (i.e., those who showed relatively low levels of distress regard-
ing their loss, reflected by the IES-R-J score) and procedure characteristics
(i.e., cross-sectional method, relying on self-report methodologies), the gen-
eralizability of this study may be limited.

12 K. Taku et al.
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Third, since the PTGI-J utilizes the combined factor of spiritual change
and appreciation of life, the differences between these two PTG domains
were not investigated in this study. Measuring PTG is one of the most chal-
lenging tasks that researchers face in this field (Park & Lechner, 2006). As
with the case of the spiritual change domain, it may be necessary to develop
a system that allows each person to consider what he or she means by
psychological growth as a result of his or her personal experiences. Finally,
the current study only used the total score of the IES-R-J. Future research may
benefit from investigating the contribution of each distress domain (i.e.,
intrusion, avoidance, and hyperarousal) separately.

Despite these limitations, the current study adds further evidence for the
presence of an inverted-U-shaped relationship between PTG and stress
responses, suggesting that PTG and psychological distress are not negatively
related and may coexist, in line with earlier studies (e.g., McLean et al., 2013)
and theoretical models (Calhoun et al., 2010; Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2006;
Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). The cognitive work assumed to facilitate PTG
is unlikely to occur in the absence of distress, and the recognition of positive
change will not necessarily replace distress. To completely understand the
potentially complex relationship between PTG and distress, it will be neces-
sary to track the changes in each over time. Does the immediate level of dis-
tress in the aftermath of a trauma have the same relationship to later PTG as
the current level of distress? Because our study was cross-sectional, the
psychological distress that was assessed reflects the current subjective impact
or severity of the loss, which should support the theoretical relationships
between PTG and psychological distress depicted in the PTG model (e.g.,
Calhoun et al., 2010). However, if the study was longitudinal, changes in
psychological distress could be assessed to possibly distinguish immediate
distress, which would reflect the subjective impact of the triggering event,
from later distress that may represent prolonged maladaptive responses
(e.g., unsuccessful coping, loss of resources such as social support). Thus,
the curvilinear relationships may not be evident, indicating the possibility
that the negative relationships between PTG and distress depend on changes
in distress (Tomich & Helgeson, 2012). In addition, we found that the rela-
tionships between growth and distress varied according to the PTG domains.

For clinical applications, future research needs to identify the different
outcomes between people who experienced high growth and yet are still
concurrently experiencing severe distress and those who show low growth
and high distress, depending on the PTG domains. Since it is not clear if there
is a causal relationship between levels of distress and PTG, clinicians may
consider some options in their approaches to the bereaved. Perhaps efforts
to reduce distress among the bereaved may promote PTG in some persons
who are experiencing extreme levels of grief. It may also be possible that
focusing on PTG as an aspect of grief will reduce these extreme levels of
distress.

Posttraumatic Growth and Bereavement 13
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