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The Foundations of Posttraumatic Growth: New Considerations

Lawrence G. Calhoun and Richard G. Tedeschi
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In response to comments on ournlOdel ofposttraumatic growth, we consider the valid-
ity of report$ of posttraumatic growth, appropriate methodology to use to assess
posttraumatic growth, and its relation with other variables that appear to bear a re-
semblance to posttraumatic growth (e.g., well-being and psychological adjustment).
The potentially important role of proximate and distal cultural factors is also ad-
dressed. Clinicians are encouraged to use interventions thatfacilitate posttraumatic
growth with care, so as not to create expectations for posttraumatic growth in all
traunza survivors, and to instead promote a respect for the difficulty of trauma recov-
ery while allowingfor the exploration ofpossibilitiesfor various kinds of growth even
in those who have suffered greatly.

Validity of Reports of Posttraumatic
Growth

The psychological struggle with traumatic events
can include unambiguously negative psychological
effects, but it may paradoxically also include highly
meaningful outcomes. The responses to trauma can
be viewed as including a sense of ambivalence
(Neimeyer, this issue), having a Janus face
(Maercker & Zoellner, this issue), or representing
reversible figures (Janoff-Bulman, this issue). That
is, the individual's struggle with the aftermath of
trauma can produce negative, positive, and perhaps
more typically, a mixture of negative and positive
experiences. For some individuals that experience
may be mostly or exclusively negative, perhaps
without the possibility of even a minimal experience
of growth (Wortman, this issue). The data suggest,
however, that a substantial proportion of trauma sur-
vivors report at least some positive changes arising
from their struggle with the aftermath of trauma, al-
though the severity of suffering may counterbalance
whatever experience of positive change may have
occurred (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1999, 2001;
Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995; Wortman, this issue).
Some survivors report that they later view the
trauma as an event that added value to their lives
through forced changes (Tedeschi & Calhoun,
1988), whereas others wish it could all be undone,
given the sacrifices involved in achieving growth

(Kushner, 1981).

The poel Ted Hughes described, in this way, the im-

pact of the suicidal deaths of his two wives "I have an

idea of these two episodes as giant steel doors shutting

down over great parts of myself' (quoted in Allen,

2002, p. 12). In describing his response to the harrow-

ing experience of being lost at sea for 18 hours, after

his surfboard drifted on strong currents he could not

fight, lens Eventyr said, "I have a wonderful lite and I

really started to realize the value of people. It shuffles

the deck-your priorities change and it's like a whole

new start" (quoted by Gelineau, 2003, p. 12). These are

two examples of the range of responses to traumatic

life events. The question of what determines the ten-

dency of one person to take a perspective that empha-

sizes the loss, whereas another perceives gain, has

attracted the attention of all of us who have written for

this issue.

In what follows we address some of the broad issues

that have been raised by the panel of distinguished

scholars who so graciously agreed to write commen-

taries on our target article. First we examine issues re-

laled to the validity of the experience of posttraumatic

growth, and related methodological matters. Second,

we discuss the ways in which psychological adjust-

ment and posttraumatic growth may, or may not be, re-

lated. Third, we examine concerns about the inclusion

of facets of posltraumatic growth in clinical work.

Fourth, we discuss the role of cultural factors in the un-

derstanding of posttraumatic growth. Finally, we ex-

amine some of the elements that may represent useful

additions to our model of posttraumatic growth.
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Several of the commentators on our work men-
tioned that reports of posttraumatic growth should not
be taken at face value because they may involve some
form of defensive functioning (Aldwin & Levenson.
this issue; Campbell. Brunell. & Foster. this issue;
Maercker & Zoellner, this issue; Nolen-Hoeksema ~
Davis. this issue; Park. this issue; Stanton & Low. this
issue). We have long argued that these concerns need
to be considered. For example. prior to coining the
term posttraumatic growth. we stated that "we should
consider whether the construal of benefits and the
se/f-perception of growth simply represent another
cognitive bias. or is real (Tedeschi & Calhoun. 1995, p.
119. italics in original). We briefly address various
ways that bias may enter. at least hypothetically. into

reports of posttraumatic growth.

Cohen, & Murch, 1996; Weiss, 2OQ2), although there
are aspects of posttraumatic growth that might be diffi-
cult for an observer to perceive, such as increased ap-
preciation of life.

We assume that there are persons who are more
prone to self-enhancing biases, and to errors in their
self-reports, and it would be useful to see if we can es-
tablish ways of differentiating those whose reports of
growth contain less error from those whose reports
contain more. This is not a problem unique to
posttraumatic growth, however. Every attempt to cre-
ate self-reports involves these problems.

Downward Comparisons

When people compare themselves to others, and
reach the conclusion that they are doing better than
others (see Maercker & Zoellner, this issue), this may
be a downward comparison or illusion, but it may also
reflect a tendency to underestimate the strengths of
others. This is something that has been apparent in the
trauma literature, as we have argued, and may be a ten-
dency that not only clinicians and researchers are
prone to, but also affects lay persons. Downward com-
parisons, however, do not explain posttraumatic
growth, because posttraumatic growth tends to be cor-
roborated by others in the individual's proximate so-
cial network (Park et al., 1996; Weiss, 2002).

Social Desirability

Concern about self-enhancement or self-presenta-
ti on is one reason that we decided to include the
Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale ( 1960) in
our validity studies on the Posttraumatic Growth In-

ventory (PTGI; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). Although
the Marlowe-Crowne does not entirely sample various
versions of psychological defense or self-enhancement
that may be occurring with trauma survivors, we are
heartened that there is no relation between this mea-
sure of social desirability and the PTGI (Tedeschi &
Calhoun, 1996). Furthermore, when people report both
distress and growth, this seems to be an indication that
there is no substantial bias at work that involves simply
whitewashing the traumatic aspects of life events.

The Effects of Emotional Coping

Errors in Cognitive Reconstruction

We have previously cited (Tedeschi & Calhoun,
1995) the work of Ross and colleagues ( 1989; Wilson
& Ross, 200 I) that bears on the issue that sometimes
self-enhancement may occur though reconstructive
processes that involve a tendency to derogate past
selves to maintain a favorable view of current selves.
We assume, along with Neimeyer (this issue) and Pals
and McAdams (this issue), that posttraumatic growth
is the result of constructive cognitive processes, as are
all other life experiences. Therefore, reports of
posttraumatic growth are certainly prone to some de-
gree of bias as much as reports of any other life experi-
ences. All self-report measures carry the potential for
error, and the PTGI is no exception. That said, there are
reports that demonstrate that individuals encountering
major crises may experience actual positive changes;
for example, better adaptive emotional regulation
(Znoj & Keller, 2002). Furthermore, posttraumatic
growth has been confirmed by outside observers (Park,

Although there is a tradition in psychology of as-

suming that negative emotion produces defensive

functioning, bias, distortion, and the like, there may be

people who respond to trauma after being psychologi-

cally intact, who have the opposite kind of reaction.

Highly emotional events in psychologically healthy

people may produce less illusion and more wisdom. As

Aldwin and Levenson (this issue) point out, and we

have stated previously (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998),

posttraumatic growth results from new information

that is both intellectually and affectively gras~. The

very emotionality of trauma may make some people

less prone to bias rather than more prone. For example,

we have often been struck in our work with bereaved

parents, by the raw honesty of many of these parents,

who are unable to muster attempts at impression man-

agement in the midst of their grief. We see them as

people who are usually looking at themselves and their

world with the blinders off. They may be less prone to

cognitive bias.
The tendency to be less prone to bias may be espe-

cially true of people who were better able emotionally

to absorb the trauma (i.e., those in the middle of the

normal curve of adjustment). We have previously sug-
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gested that persons with average levels of psychologi-
cal adjustment might be fit enough to consider
constructively changes that trauma has introduced into
their lives. Persons with few psychological resources
may be poorly equipped to do so, perhaps more prone
to post trauma symptoms, brittle psychological de-
fenses, distortions, and the like. Persons at the highest
level of psychological health may learn little that is
new to them about the art of living well by suffering
trauma (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995). Therefore, we
might suggest that there are certain individuals who are
more prone to biases in reports of posttraumatic
growth, or that the cognitive constructions of
posttraumatic growth vary according to person vari-
abies related to basic psychological health.

tended to precede improvements in health-related be-
haviors. This study supports lhe idea that experiences
of posttraumatic growth will depend on the degree to
which the changed schemas can be enacted in behav-
iors that others notice, and the responses of those who
come in contact with the trauma survivor {Weiss,
2002). The behavioral enactmenl of changed schemas
may depend on personality factors that we have previ-
ously examined, especially certain aspects of
extraversion, such as positive emotions, and activity
level. The responses of others have to do with the cul-
tural environment, discussed at more length laler .

Posttraumatic Growth and Optimal
Psychological Functioning

Another important, but sill unanswered question, is
the degree to which posttraumatic growth is or is not

related to optimal psychological functioning (Park,
this issue). To some extent, the question will produce
distinctly different answers depending on how
posttraumatic growth and optimal functioning are de-
fined and operationalized. The articulation of
posttraumatic growth we have proposed (Calhoun &
Tedeschi, 1999,200 I; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995, this
issue) focuses on what the available literature has sug-
gested, and on changes experienced by individuals
who have had to struggle with highly challenging
events--events that we have metaphorically described
as "seismic" (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998). We have
proposed (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1999; Tedeschi &
Calhoun, 1995, 1996) that the experience of growth
emerging from the struggle with major life difficulties
can be successfully described by five major domains:
seeing new possibilities, changed relationships, the
paradoxical view of being both stronger yet more vul-
nerable, a greater appreciation for life, and changes in
the individual's spiritual and existential domain. Al-
though these dimensions would appear to provide a
useful general summary of growth, it is indeed possible
that particular individuals may experience significant
changes in their lives that do not readily fit within these
broad comprehensi ve categories (McMillen, this issue;
Pals & McAdams, this issue; Park; this issue). Re-
searchers can simply ask a question about anything
positive that happened that was not included on the
PTGI as a way of getting at any other elements. We ini-
tially developed items for the PTGI that reflected the
kinds of growth reported in the literature to that time
and reported to us in qualitative studies. Through fac-
tor analysis, we reduced the number of scale items to a
relatively few items that were still comprehensive.
Some researchers have reported to us that they have
gotten virtually no additional information about spe-
cific aspects of posttraumatic growth by asking
open-ended growth questions in addition to the PTGI.

Effects of Subsequent Events and

Interactions

Reports of growth may also change over time, as in-
dividuals are able to process the trauma, and as various
other experiences occur to them in the aftermath of the
trauma. For example, we began this reply with a quota-
tion from a young surfer who was lost at sea. His
growth declaration was recorded within hours of his
ordeal. Depending on his experiences subsequently, he
may see less growth or more in the future. Perhaps he
will later see his initial response as one made from the
euphoria of being rescued, and not having much reality
to it. Or perhaps, because of his construction of events
in a way that allows for posttraumatic growth, he may
begin to behave in a fashion that further contributes to
a sense ofhis own change. We can further imagine our
surfer survivor returning to his wife and working
harder to resolve things in his marriage that he said had
been disturbing him. Ifhis wife responds in kind, per-
haps both will view his near-tragic surfing trip as a
turning point in their lives. However, ifhis attempts to
resolve marital problems are ill advised or met with
coolness from his wife, perhaps there will be nothing
positive that this couple will be able to see coming

from the ordeal.
We believe that instead of simplistic arguments

about whether or not posttraumatic growth is illusory,
it will be more fruitful to consider the longer term con-
sequences of developing a growth viewpoint. Different
trajectories are possible that will sustain and enhance a
posttraumatic growth perspective in some trauma sur-
vivors, whereas others may find this view fading over

time. In the former, posttraumatic growth may appear
to be more real, whereas in the latter it may seem to be
more of an illusion. A recent report by Milam (in press)
supports this view. In a large longitudinal studyofper-
sons with HIV, the researchers found groups in whom
posttraumatic growth was stable, decreasing, or in-

creasing over time. Furthermore, posttraumatic growth

95

.



CALHOUN & TEDESCHI

utilitarian assumption (with which we would not nec-

essarily disagree) that it is desirable when individuals

have an increase in well-being and a decrease in psy-

chological distress. To a large extent, this focus proba-

bly defines the central goal of most psychological

interventions with persons who have experienced ma-

jor life stressors-to help them feel greater levels of

life satisfaction, quality of life, and well-being, on the

one hand, and to help them feel less depressed, anx-

ious, or generally distressed on the other hand. This

view represents essentially what Ryan and Deci (2001)

called a hedonic view.

However, it may be desirable to consider the possi-

bility that the exclusive scholarly focus on psychologi-

cal distress and well-being (particularly when

measured exclusively by standardized inventories) in

the struggle with trauma is insufficient. The examina-

tion of posttraumatic growth, perhaps as much as any

other area of scholarly endeavor, raises questions

about what it may mean to live optimally and to live

well, in the aftermath of tragedy. For scholars and cli-

nicians interested in how individuals can continue to

live the fullest and most meaningful lives as they strug-

gle with the aftermath of tragedy and loss, it may be

useful to have a perspective that includes elements that

go beyond the domains of well-being and distress. Our

suggestion here represents a broadening of what Ryan

and Deci (2001) called the eudaimonic pointofview. It

is clearly a discussion that goes well beyond the focus

of this response, but we have a suggestion that may be

worth making about the unrecognized conceptual re-

strictions that contemporary scholars (ourselves in-

cluded) may bring to the task of understanding

posttraumatic growth generally, and its relations to

psychological adaptation or optimal living. These con-

ceptual assumptions can represent examples of la de-

fonnation profissionelle that can fail to allow for, or

actively inhibit. a broader, and perhaps more accurate

understanding of the processes involved.

Subsequent studies of the relations between

posttraumatic growth and adaptation to highly chal-

lenging life crises might usefully be extended in at

least two ways. One important way is to examine the

amount. content. and quality of cognitive processing in

which individuals engage as they struggle with what

has happened to them, and how these various elements

and forms of cognitive processing are related to

posttraumatic growth. The confrontation with great

difficulties in life, perhaps including reminders of

one's mortality (Wren-Lewis, this issue), can lead the

individual to become actively engaged with issues re-

lated to a variety of questions that for many individuals

have central and highly important significance-exis-

tential issues about purpose and meaning, self-assess-

ments of the degree to which personality integration

(Sheldon & Kasser, 1995) is evidenced by the degree

to which one is living according to one's fundamental

Of course, there may be quite idiosyncratic reports
of growth related to aspects of an individual's situation

after trauma. However, we do not believe that the con-

comitant occurrence of anything that might be con-

strued as "positive" (McMillen, this issue) represents

growth; the receipt of a large life insurance payment by
a widow after the sudden death of her husband, for ex:.

ample, would not in our view, be considered growth,

although it might be positive in the sense that the funds

would certainly help provide for the welfare of the

widow and her children. Any inventory designed to

measure posttraumatic growth will be constrained by

the content of the items originally generated for its de-

velopment, and constrained further by which items re-

main after the usual psychometric processes for

winnowing items is followed. However, the investiga-

tions, regardless of methodology (and as we have sug-

gested, a variety of methods of investigation should be

encouraged and welcomed), should focus on what

seem to be the core characteristics of the phenomena

we have called posttraumatic growth-the experience
of positive change, which for some individuals appears

to include radical personal transformations-that
arises from the individual's struggle with highly chal-

lenging lite demands. Whether growth is inaccurate or

accurate (Lechner & Antoni, this issue), invalid or

valid (Park, this issue), fake or genuine (Wortman, this

issue), or illusory or constructive and self-transcending
(Maercker & Zoellner, this issue), it may still have

consequences for the individual's psychological func-

tioning. It is an empirical question as to whether expe-

rienced growth will or will not have differing

consequences for the individual depending on whether

it is real or unreal (as defined by the criteria of modern

psychological research). The available research does

not permit an answer to the question of whether or not

posttraumatic growth and mental health are routinely

correlated. There are some ways, however, in which

the question may be broadened to permit interesting

possibilities that go beyond what the current research

and theorizing have suggested.

How might the experience of posttraumatic growth

be related to optimal psychological functioning? An

obvious response is that the answer depends on what is

meant by optimal functioning and how one decides to

measure it. Clinicians and scholars currently employ a

variety of concepts and measures to evaluate the im-

pact of crisis generally, and its relation to

posttraumatic growth in particular. Examples of some

of these include well-being (Janoff-Bulman, this issue;

Nolen-HoekSema & Davis, this issue), adaptive conse-

quences (Stanton & Low, this issue), beneficial physi-

cal outcomes and mental adjustment (Lechner &

Antoni, this issue), adjustment (Park, this issue), and

psychological adjustment (Maercker & ZoeIIner, this

issue). A common theme to these ways of thinking

about the individual's psychological functioning is a
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it is not new. However, we

ses could profitably be broadened to include a richer
array of domains of optimal human functioning, and
perhaps a wider assessment of growth that goes be-
yond the confines of inventories that by their very na-
ture limit the domain being investigated.

Cultural Elements and Posttraumatic
Growth

values and goals (Carver & Scheier, 1998; Martin &
Tesser, 1996), a reassessment.of one's life priorities,
and so on. The aftermath of trauma can also produce a
constellation of intrusive cognitive processes that can
include, but are not restricted to, elements directly re-
lated to the crisis. Perhaps after some time has passed
and adaptive mechanisms have successfully led to a re-
duction in the severity of psychological suffering, indi-
viduals may engage in cognitive processing of what
has happened in ways that are more deliberate, less au-
tomatic, and focused more on repair and accommoda-
tion of the assumptive world, and that may have more
elements of anticipation. Maercker and Zoellner (this
issue) appear to be focusing on this possibility by con-
sidering two dimensions of growth that may be
time-related: an earlier illusory component and a later

constructive component.
One major way, then, of expanding the perspectives

within which posttraumatic growth is studied, is to as-
sess comprehensively the wide array of forms and ele-
ments of cognitive processing that is common in
persons adapting in the aftermath of trauma. The way
individuals think and what individuals think about in
the aftermath of trauma can be regarded as one impor-
tant indicator of how well they are functioning psycho-
logically. However, the full picture of the ways in
which these cognitive processes are related to growth
is still not clear and remains to be investigated.

A second way in which future studies of the rela-
tions between adjustment and growth might be ex-
tended is with the inclusion of broader evaluations of
optimal psychological functioning. As we have indi-
cated, much of the current work on adaptation to cri-
sis is focused on assessing distress and well-being,
elements that are surely important. However, future
work might profitably include evaluations of addi-
tional elements that are typically not considered in
current views of adjustment and adaptation. These
are elements of optimal psychological functioning
or of living life fully that many people may evidence
when less restrictive forms of investigation (e.g.,
constructivist, narrative, storytelling, and accounts
approaches as suggested by Harvey, Barnett, &
Overstreet, this issue; Neimeyer, this issue; and Pals
& McAdams, this issue) are included. Strictly
psychometric and quantitative measurement strate-
gies for them would be challenging, but the evalua-
tion of the individuals' experience of meaning and
purpose in life (Frankl, 1963), sense of fulfillment or
self-actualization in life (Maslow, ]970, 1971), the
degree to which the individual has virtuous qualities
(recognizably a potentially impossible task), and the
degree to which the individual has life wisdom
(Aldwin & Levenson, this issue; Baltes & Freund,
2003) would do much to enhance the understanding
of the processes and outcomes of the struggle with

tragedy.

It seems reasonable to assume that the psychologi-
cal processes involved in the individual's adaptation to
life trauma and, in the process, posttraumatic growth
are influenced by sociocultural factors. In the general
model of posttraumatic growth we have proposed
(Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998; Tedeschi & Calhoun, this
issue) the individual's proximate social network plays
an important role. However, it is important to remem-
ber, as others have suggested (McMillen, this issue;
Pals & McAdams, this issue; Park, this issue), that the
process of posttraumatic growth and the responses of
the individual's proximate social groups unfold within
the context of even broader and more distal societal
and cultural frameworks (Bloom, 1998; Tedeschi,
1999). For individuals in the United States, for exam-
ple, the process of posttraumatic growth occurs within
the framework of characteristica1ly "American" narra-
tives (Pals & McAdams, this issue). To the extent that
the broader, but more distal, societal narratives or ele-
ments of "American" identity can be identified
(McAdams, forthcoming), then investigators of
posttraumatic growth could evaluate the degree to
which elements of growth expressed by "American"
individuals appear to be influenced, or at least have
commonality with, the larger narratives, accounts, and
constructions of the larger society. That broader under-
standing is highly desirable and important. That said,
there is emerging evidence that non-American samples
report posttraumatic growth. We are familiar with new
research conducted in Bosnia (Powe1l, Rosner,
Butollo, Tedeschi, & Calhoun, 2003), China (Ho,
Chan, & Ho, 2003), Germany (Maercker & Zoe1lner,
this issue), and Turkey (C. Kili<;:, personal communica-
tion, March 19,2003) that shows that this is not an ex-
clusively American phenomenon. Even the factor
structure of the PTGI looks similar in these other coun-
tries to that reported in American samples.

However, it is also important to take into account
proximate cultural factors that are equa1ly, and maybe
in some ways more, important and highly fruitful lines
of investigation to pursue. We suggest, for example,
that personal interactions with others, particularly
those others that have personal significance for the in-
dividual, are likely to have an important impact on if
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survivors of trauma came to feel inadequate and

ashamed if they could not manage all of this and expe-

rience posttraumatic growth as well (Wortman, this is-

sue). We have gone to great lengths in our writings to

dispel the notion that we recommend that clinicians de-

mand posttraumatic growth in trauma survivors, and

because we wish nothing but the best for our clients,

we need to take this opportunity to reiterate that. For

example, in our book that outlined clinical interven-

tions for posttraumatic growth (Calhoun & Tedeschi,

1999), we said:

We begin with the assumption that persons facing

highly negative events will experience negative conse-
quences. It is imperative that the clinician never for-
gets that suffering is almost always a consequence of
trauma. (p. 10)

Individuals who experience posttraumatic growth may
still continue to experience distress related to the trau-
matic event, and tor some persons posttraumatic growth
may require that some distress persist to serve as a con-
tinuing impetus to posttraumatic growth. (p. 22)

and how the process of posttraumatic growth unfolds.

When we include the broad, and perhaps insufficiently

precise and insufficiently developed domain of social

support in our model (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998;

Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995, this issue), we mean to in-

clude elements that may influence the process of adap-

tation and the possibilities of posttraumatic growth

such as how friends and family members respond to

disclosures about the crisis generally; the degree to

which the individual's primary social groups do or do

not, sensitively or thoughtlessly and insensitively, re-

spond to intimations of growth that an individual may

only hint at or may fully articulate; and the cultural idi-

oms and assumptions that the proximate culture of the

individual's primary reference groups employ to talk

about the impact of trauma and how individuals re-

spond to trauma. In another work (Tedeschi &

Calhoun, 2004), we include a more comprehensive de-

scription of elements of the proximate cultural context

that may be important to consider to better understand

individuals' responses to loss.

A semantic emphasis on cultural factors currently

seems to represent an important component of the cur-

rent Zeitgeist in North America (American Psycholog-

ical Association, 1993), particularly in psychology and

the clinical professions. This is a welcome develop-

ment, but it is not sufficient for psychologists and

scholars from similar traditions, whose focus is on the

responses of individuals or of small social units (e.g.,

parents, immediate family), to simply speak of culture

as a source of influence. It is also necessary to do a va-

riety of more specific and helpful things, including ar-

ticulating the ways in which the conceptual abstraction

of culture directly influences individuals; to identify

the proximate sources of cultural influence; and to rec-

ommend appropriate methods for investigating the

cultural factors that are assumed (correctly so) to be

operating. To make this suggestion in the form ofques-

tions, what is meant by culture, how does it influence

the process of posttraumatic growth, and what methods

might one use to study those influences?

Particularly when dealing with events that are still

overwhelming to the client. the tOCus needs to be on

helping the client survive and manage basic coping

tasks. This is clearly the case when the events are those

that put individuals at risk for posttraumatic syn-

dromes. For example. it may be quite a long time, if

ever. that a young woman who is sexually abused can

see any good coming out ofher struggle with that nega-

tive set of circumstances. Posttraumatic growth can

happen. in some ways. for some people who are vic-

timized like this (Herman. 1992). but it would be a mis-

take. and a gross misunderstanding of our position. to

assume that posttraumatic growth always happens.

When the events involve major personal losses. such

as the death of an infant. or events that are in themselves

repellent and incomprehensible. for example. the Holo-

caust. the client may interpret the experience of growth

as a sign of disloyalty or a lack of moral principle. In

these instances. the clinician must be extremely sensi-

tive about when, or even !I: to acknowledge, identify, or

label the possible occurrence of posttraumatic growth.

The individual may experience distress or revulsion at

even the possibility that they could see growth arising

'from their struggle with that particular loss. But even

when the events are tragic. our suggestion is that the cli-

nician remain attuned to the possibility of growth.

When the proper therapeutic relationship is in place,

and if the client's own account provides evidence that

growth is occurring. it will be useful gradually to bring it

into focus for the client. (po 65)

Applying the Concept of Posttraumatic
Growth in Clinical Work

Persons traumatized by life events deserve our pa-

tience and empathy. Without these, we are not likely to

be helpful in their recovery, because we will not take

the sometimes considerable amount of time necessary

to allow these clients to find safety with us, retell the

story of their trauma, learn how their responses are un-

derstandable reactions to horrific situations, deal with

social constraints in their erstwhile support systems,

explore spiritual and existential concerns raised by the

trauma, and accomplish other tasks common in the af-

termath of trauma. Certainly it would be a travesty if

However, we have taken the position that for too

long clinicians may have short-changed trauma survi-

vors by focusing so closely on reducing symptoms of

trauma, that they may have inadvertently failed to ac-

company clients as they reorder their lives. We are in
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substantial agreement with Harvey et al. (this issue),
Pals and McAdams (this issue), and Neimeyer (this is-
sue) that the work of constructing narratives that ac-
commodate the traumatic events can lead to profound
changes in identity. Those engaged in clinical work
with trauma survivors can well. appreciate the diffi-
culty and struggle involved in the client's' attempt to
process traumatic events. Although this may not be
universal, it is more common than not. We are some-
what puzzled by the statement by Wortman (this issue)
that she has "never heard a person who lost a spouse or
a child" report that they were "lucky" (to have lost a
loved one) or that that the death was the "best thing that
ever happened to them" (although we have heard such
accounts in other situations, as we highlighted in the
target article). Because we have not heard such ac-
counts about a death of a loved one either, we think that
this comment represents an unfortunate misreading of
our work in a fundamental way. We emphasize again
that although some people in our research studies have
offered similar descriptions about things that have hap-
pened (e.g., Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1988), what is much
more important is that people are viewed as changed
by the struggle that occurs in the aftermath of these
events. It is what happens afterward, not the event it-
self, that is valued. This is especially the case with
deaths of loved ones. A researcher who studies people
with disabilities described it this way:

kind of cognitive processing that may produce
posttraumatic growth. It is important to define care-
fully what this meaning making involves. We find
Park's definition that trauma survivors "process this
information cognitively in search of reducing the vio-
lation of their beliefs and goals" to be similar in some
ways to our cognitive processing variable. However,
we believe that few trauma survivors could make sense
of a request to find meaning in what happened to them.
Again, this is why we have developed the PTGI, to al-
low trauma survivors to report more specifically the
changes they have noticed. This is why we have at-
tempted in several publications to describe how to
work sensitively in clinical settings, considering care-
fully the wording and timing of discussions of growth
(Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1991, 1999, 2000, 2001;
Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004 ).

Our Model or Posttraumatic Growth
Reconsidered

The point is. however. that appreciating a disability.

giving it value. need not require that it be preferred in

and of itself: just that its ramifying meaning is valued.

Consider how often there is a strong positive reaction

to a person who refuses to succumb to the limitations

of a disability and instead is challenged to overcome

and achieve. It is then that the disability. being viewed

within a broader life context of a dauntless human

spirit. becomes appreciated for what it signifies. Nev-

ertheless. because the notion of disability is typically

viewed in isolation from any valued context. such pos-

itive embedding will probably remain elusive in the

way most people generally orient themselves to the

meaning of disability. (Wright. 1989. p. 528)

Another issue raised by some commentators has to
do with the search for meaning in the aftermath of
trauma. In a clinical setting, we do not advise that the fo-
cus be on such an ambiguous concept when working
with most clients. We believe this is also true for re-
search studies. Although Wortman (this issue) and her
colleagues were not able to find many people who re-
ported finding meaning in their loss, we think that ask-
ing a question phrased in this way is quite different from
asking about more specific aspects of posttraumatic
growth, as we do when we use the PTGI or when we talk
with people who have experienced major life stressors.

Some researchers (Park, this issue; Wortman, this
issue) seem to equate a search for meaning with the

The concept of posttraumatic growth and the model
we have been developing to describe this process
(what you see in this issue is our third version, after
Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995 and Calhoun & Tedeschi,
1998) is meant to address just one avenue of growth:
that emerging from the struggle with highly challeng-
ing life events. We recognize, of course, that people
grow as a result of many factors, including
maturational processes, stress, and perhaps positive
events (Aldwin & Levenson, this issue), as well as
from the struggle in the aftermath of trauma. We have
documented growth in the absence of trauma
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996), and also have proposed
that there are likely different versions of the growth
process, including gradual versus abrupt changes
(Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998). Our model is an admit-
tedly generalized description of a process of
posttraumatic growth that probably has a variety of
more specific trajectories. We recognize, as does
McMillen (this issue), that a number of related con-
structs may be involved in posttraumatic growth, and
we started our theoretical journey by reviewing these
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995). Now we are trying to be
parsimonious by homing in on those variables that may
carry most weight and exist at the intersection of a
number of related constructs. In this section, we at-
tempt to clarify the thinking on which our model is
based, respond to some of the suggestions made by our
colleagues, and consider how some of their ideas fit
into our model.

First, we see indications that our model of
posttraumatic growth is receiving empirical support,
and remains a good starting point for investigating
posttraumatic growth. We mentioned some of these
studies in the target article of this issue, and there are
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others. For example, other researchers in the area of

grief and loss have also reported findings in agreement

with our model. Using structural equation modeling,

Hogan and Schmidt (2002) reported two pathways to

growth from parental grief. One is a direct, inverse re-

lation between grief and growth, whereas the .other
proceeds from grief to intrusive thoughts, feelings, and

images (automatic cognitive processing), to avoid-

ance, to seeking social support, and finally to growth.

Another study of bereaved parents by Znoj and Keller

(2002) showed that these parents demonstrated better

emotional regulation capacities than controls, although

also showing more tendencies toward avoidance. Just

as in the Hogan and Schmidt (2002) study, bereaved

parents who experienced high degrees of intrusion

sought people with whom to disclose their emotions.

Therefore, we see significant support in these studies

that growth occurs in the terrible trauma of parental be-

reavement, and that variables such as cognitive pro-

cessing, emotional coping, and disclosure within

supportive relationships are related to posttraumatic

growth in the ways we have suggested. Working

within this framework that has been receiving empiri-

cal support, we wish to consider some of the sugges-

tions of the commentators in this issue.

To anyone familiar with our work, it is apparent that

we owe a great debt to the ideas of Janoff-Bulman (and

also Parkes, 1971, and Epstein, I ~), who has had much

to say about how reconstruction of worldviews occurs in

trauma survivors. We base our concept about what is

traumatic on her ideas-that it is not the event itself that

defines trauma, but its affect on schemas, exposing them

to reconstruction. (This is one reason why we differ from

Park in using the term posttraumatic growth rather than

strcss-related growth). We are grateful that she has of-

fered some ways to further understand how posttraumatic

growth occurs in persons who are coping with trauma

(Janoff-Bulman, this issue). We agree with her conceptu-

alization that it is useful to consider the five factors of the

PTGI separately in understanding posttraumatic growth.

For example, a person who cites personal strength as an

aspect of growth may be quite different from one who

cites spiritual development. It may be that the former was

able to cope with trauma by exerting some control

whereas the latter was faced with a greater need to ac-

knowledge an absence of control. Or, a person citing re-

lating to others as an area of change might have felt more

need to self -disclose due to intrusive thoughts and feel-

ings that they sought to regulate in this way. We have pre-

viously reported that the five factors relate differently to

certain personality variables (e.g., openness to experience

is correlated with the new possibilities and personal

strength factors of the PTGI only; Tedeschi & Calhoun,

1996). As we mentioned in the target article, different

factors of posttraumatic growth appear to be related to

cognitive proct.'Ssing in different ways (Calhoun,

Tedeschi, Fulrner, & Harlan, 2(XX».

Janoff-Bulman (this issue) suggests that change in

the personal strength factor may not involve schema re-

construction. Perhaps this is what Hogan and Schmidt

(2002) found with their direct path between grief and

growth, mentioned earlier, but we cannot determine the

specifics of the growth from their report. On the other

hand, we suggest that an existing construct of strength

may be applied differently posttrauma-"1 am one of

the survivors, the strong ones," as opposed to those who

have never been tested in this way.

We are also intrigued by Janoff-Bulman's sugges-

tion that there is a psychological preparedness aspect

to posttraumatic growth. We have talked elsewhere

about the recognition of vulnerability and strength as

one of the paradoxes of posttraumatic growth

(Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1999; Tedeschi, 1999). It ap-

pears to us that the items of the PTGI may get at the

preparedness aspect through the personal strength fac-

tor (e.g., "knowing I can handle difficulties"), although

this is a somewhat different issue than the awareness

that one is vulnerable to the difficulties in the first

place. However, in general, we are in agreement that

the paradoxical nature of posttraumatic growth is what

is so fundamental to understand to appreciate the cog-

nitive and emotional struggles of trauma survivors.

A small study we did with older adults illustrates

the ways paradox can appear in the worldviews of

trauma survivors. Participants reporting more

posttraumatic growth tended to see the world as re-

sponding to their control while also seeing themselves

as unlucky. This group also percei ved that events were

distributed justly (Tedeschi, Calhoun, & Cooper,

2000). This study of older adults and posttraumatic

growth also bears on the issues raised by Aldwin and

Levenson (this issue) as they take a developmental per-

spective on posttraumatic growth. The findings that

older adults report that they were unlucky, yet had

some control over events that are perceived to be dis-

tributed justly may be the kind of paradox seen in peo-

ple with the gerotranscendence (or wisdom'?) that

Aldwin and Levenson (this issue) describe. It strikes us

that this variable may represent people who are able to

see beyond illusion. We do not know whether this way

of experiencing the world allowed for a reconstruction

of events as posttraumatic growth, or vice versa, or if

this is a recursive process where one builds on the

other. We found that the posttraumatic growth group in

this study tended to ruminate more about the events

that had occurred, and perhaps this is some indication

of such a process.

We find the suggestions of Stanton and Low (this is-

sue) to be quite useful as they write about posttraumatic

growth as resulting from factors other than trauma-in-

duced distress, schema disruption, and cognitive pro-

cessing. They suggest personality attributes and positive

emotions are also important. Indeed, in our PTGI vali-

dation study (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996), we reported
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States, influenced perhaps by research that focuses on the
impact of depressogenic thought processes. Therefore,
we have begun to use the terms cognitive processing or
cognitive engagenzent more recently, in search of words
with neutral connotations (Calhoun, 2003; Tedeschi &
Calhoun, 2003), to label what is meant by the word rumi-
nation in common English usage (i.e., to turn over some-
thing in the mind, to ponder, or to meditate on).

Conclusions

We are struck by the fact that all the pages devoted
to this exploration of the concept of posttraumatic
growth in this special issue still leave us with an evolv-
ing literature to be integrated, a model to be further de-
veloped, many hypotheses to be honed and tested, and
some challenging studies to be designed and imple-
mented. However, it is heartening that we have estab-
lished a concept, and a broadly accepted term,
posttraumatic growth. under which these efforts can
go forward. When we published our first book on this
issue in 1995, we sought to create a field of study out of
the pieces of trauma literature in religion, philosophy,
psychology, medicine, and other fields. We are grati-
fied that this area of inquiry now exists, so that we can
gather together a substantial group of researchers and
have a firm basis for exchanging ideas. It is also grati-
fying that since our previous attempt to gather contri-
butors to this field (Tedeschi, Park, & Calhoun,
1998b), several important studies have been com-
pleted, and theory development is proceeding. In the
years since, attention has once again been redirected
toward "positive psychology" (Seligman &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) and applications of the con-
cept of resilience to trauma survivors have increased. It
will be important to demonstrate relations with these
other concepts while clearly distinguishing
posttraumatic growth from them. We have been at-
tempting to be clear about how posttraumatic growth is
distinctive in previous writings (Tedeschi & Calhoun,
1995; Tedeschi, Park, & Calhoun, 1998a), but this will
be an ongoing process.

We hope that we can work together with the other
contributors to this issue in encouraging the develop-
ment of this field, and bringing it to the wider audience
of scholars and clinical workers. We remain committed
to the goal of including growth concepts in all studies of
trauma survivors, so that this important aspect of their
experience is never excluded from attempts to under-
stand what has happened to them, nor from attempts to
help them cope with the aftermath of tragedy and loss.

that facets of extraversion, specifically positive emo-
tions and activity, openness to feelings, and optimism,
had relations to posttraumatic growth (Tedeschi &
Calhoun, 1996). It will be important to consider care-
fully how these variables are defined in clarifying their
relations to posttraumatic growth. For example, Milam
(in press), using a modification of optimism that ex-
cludes benefit finding, found that optimism does not
predict posttraumatic growth over time.

Given the importance we place on cognitive and
emotional processing of trauma, we have been consider-
ing the possibility that certain person variables related to
cognitive complexity, processing of novel information,
and ability to think dialectically may be of importance to
consider (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998). It will be impor-
tant to raise the visibility of these variables in our model,
and especially encourage researchers to look at how cer-
tain person variables may set in motion somewhat dif-
ferent trajectories of posttraumatic growth.

Generally, a longitudinal perspective on the pro-
cess by which various kinds of individuals move
from traumatic events to posttraumatic growth will
yield insights into many of the questions raised in
this discussion of posttraumatic growth. We might
expect different pathways to growth based on the
various factors in the PTGI and person variables.
During the process of the development of
posttraumatic growth, we may see different relations
between posttraumatic growth reports and adjust-
ment at different times in the aftermath of trauma.
For example, perhaps reports of posttraumatic
growth immediately post trauma may correlate with
poorer adjustment later. Similarly, an initial "illu-
sory growth" may later relate to "constructive
growth" (as suggested by Nolen-Hoeksema & Da-
vis, this issue). It will be useful to consider the ef-
fects of other life events in addition to a particular
trauma-the pile-up of events (Harvey et al., this is-
sue). As we have discussed for many years
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995), coping processes are
important (Aldwin & Levenson, this issue), and al-
though posttraumatic growth is not simply coping,
coping success is probably crucial in the process of

growth.
As we consider these variables in longitudinal analy-

ses of posttraumatic growth, it will be important to be
careful about semantics and equating concepts. For ex-
ample, the "brooding" mentioned by Nolen-Hoeksema
and Davis (this issue) is not likely the same as the deliber-
ate processing of posttraumatic growth that we have dis-
cussed. Their term carries the connotation of the sort of
self-defeating thinking that they describe in theirconcep-
tions of rumination, whereas we emphasize cognitive
processing that is essentially creative-it leads to the cre-
ation of new and useful schem~tic structures. The term
rumitlation has taken on an almost exclusively negative
connotation, at least among psychologists in the United
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