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 “It has been over twenty years since the term ‘posttraumatic growth’ was coined by 
Richard Tedeschi and Lawrence Calhoun. In that time, these authors’ pioneering 
and inspirational work have helped posttraumatic growth become a fl agship 
theme of positive psychology, one that has garnered interest from personality, 
social, and clinical psychologists across the world. Th is is a milestone book written 
by the leaders in the fi eld, and it will surely set the agenda for theory, research, and 
practice for the next twenty years. It is a must read for all students, academics, and 
practitioners interested in the study of traumatic stress and how to help people 
overcome adversity.” 
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 Preface 

 Th e idea that challenges and struggles can lead to positive personal or societal 
change, even if they leave indelible scars and permanent wounds, is not new. Th e 
hero-journey, for example, where a quest leads to hardships and suff ering, but 
where triumph eventually is achieved, has been part of human art and literature 
for thousands of years. However, it was not until the term  posttraumatic growth  
fi rst appeared in print in the mid-1990s that the systematic investigation of this 
phenomenon began in earnest. Th ere had, of course, been pioneers who had sug-
gested, and even studied, this possibility of positive post-trauma transformations. 
However, perhaps simply because of the accident of timing, the term,  posttrau-
matic growth , and the scale designed to assess the construct, encouraged clini-
cians and researchers to closely examine the possibility of good coming out of the 
struggle with something bad—of growth emerging from the struggle with highly 
stressful events. 

 No doubt aided by the emphasis on positive psychology, a term coined by Mar-
tin Seligman a few years later (1998), posttraumatic growth is now known and 
investigated throughout the world. Posttraumatic growth does not deny the dis-
tress associated with highly challenging experiences at the time, and at certain 
times aft er. Th e evidence supporting posttraumatic growth does, however, dem-
onstrate the unique capacity for many people to learn and grow from extreme 
adversity. 

 Th is book is itself a refl ection of how far the idea has spread: the four authors 
represent, in one way or another, experiences and research from four continents. 
Th e goal of this volume is to provide a comprehensive overview of  posttraumatic 
growth  so that those both already familiar with this area and brand new to it will 
fi nd answers to questions they may have. 



viii Preface

 In order not to break up the rhythm of reading, we have not been exhaustive 
with our in-text citations. However, we have also tried to be thorough and com-
prehensive in our description of the full literature on posttraumatic growth that is 
currently available. We have grouped our coverage of the PTG literature according 
to topics, but it is clear that some studies and writings fi t into more than one topic. 
We avoided redundancy in citing these works, so for example, the reader may need 
to fi nd works on cancer in places other than the specifi c section on cancer. 

 We hope that this volume will encourage a further examination of posttrau-
matic growth by researchers, and an application of the concepts of posttraumatic 
growth more broadly in clinical work. We also hope that the material will assist 
organizations and individuals to engage in best practice to support staff  and vol-
unteers in times of diffi  culties. 

 We are indebted to our students and colleagues who have contributed to our 
work, and to the many researchers and clinicians across the world who have 
advanced knowledge and interest in this fi eld. We are especially grateful to all 
the people who have experienced traumatic events and devoted time and eff ort 
explaining to us what their experiences have been like, and how they have been 
changed by the struggle.   
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 Posttraumatic Growth Th eory 
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 Tedeschi and Calhoun have given the same defi nition of  posttraumatic growth  
(PTG) since coining the term in the mid-1990s, that is, positive psychological 
changes experienced as a result of the struggle with traumatic or highly chal-
lenging life circumstances. Th ese changes occur in response to the challenge to 
what people assumed to be true about the lives they lived. Foundational to the 
concept of PTG is the constructivist perspective that people create individual 
versions of basic cognitive categories used to understand experience, and core 
beliefs about the self, their future, and their world. Personal construct theory 
( Kelly, 1955 ), schema theory ( Epstein, 1990 ), and assumptive world models 
( Janoff -Bulman, 1992 ) provide ways to understand the PTG process in this 
constructivist tradition. In addition, the PTG concept has benefi ted from the 
broad existentialist tradition in philosophy and psychology, which provided a 
perspective on the problem of suff ering and general life philosophies that guide 
meaning ascribed to events and initiatives taken ( Frankl, 1963 ;  Nietzsche, 
1889/1990 ). We begin here with a careful consideration of the meaning of the 
term PTG, because its meaning is crucial in theory development and in how we 
choose to measure this construct. We will consider what we mean by  trauma , 
 posttraumatic , and  growth . 

 Th ere is disagreement about the defi nition of trauma (e.g., Weathers & Keane, 
2007). Some of the reasons for this stem from the Criterion A defi nitions pro-
vided in the DSM-III and DSM-IV (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Men-
tal Disorders, 1980,  1994 ), which include both a situational (i.e., nature of the 
event) and a response requirement for a diagnosis of posttraumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD). Th e former manual describes an event that is “generally outside 
the range of usual human experience” that would “evoke signifi cant symptoms 
of distress in most people” (APA, 1980, p. 236). Th e later edition extended this 
defi nition to anyone who 

 experienced, witnessed, or was confronted with an event .  .  . that involved 
actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical integ-
rity of self or others . . . [that in adults was responded to with] intense fear, 
helplessness or horror. 

 (APA, 1994, pp. 427–428) 
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4 Posttraumatic Growth Th eory

 Controversies have not diminished with the DSM-5 ( APA,   2013 ; Wakefi eld, 2016). 
Trauma, when discussed in the classifi cation systems devoted to psychiatric disor-
ders (DSM; ICD), is currently defi ned in relation to events and to the presence of 
symptoms of PTSD. 

 However, our focus on growth led to a broader defi nition of what constitutes a 
traumatic event. As Calhoun and Tedeschi said ( 2004 , p. 100), “it is not the event 
itself that defi nes trauma, but its eff ect on schemas, exposing them to reconstruc-
tion.” In this book we will use the terms trauma, crisis, and major stressor, as well 
as related terms, as essentially synonymous expressions to describe circumstances 
that signifi cantly challenge or invalidate important components of the individual’s 
assumptive world ( Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2006 ). From this perspective, to be con-
sidered traumatic events do not necessarily have to be life-threatening or narrowly 
defi ned as a cause for PTSD symptoms. We focus on both subjective and objective 
qualities when defi ning trauma, unlike the DSM-5, in which assessment of subjec-
tive responses following a traumatic event are no longer required when diagnosing 
PTSD. In addition, DSM-5 defi nes trauma as an aversive event involving actual or 
threatened death that must be violent or accidental, whereas we defi ne trauma as 
a highly stressful and challenging  life-altering  event. It is not possible to determine 
in advance what events will be traumatic and which will set in motion substantial 
personal changes. Th is is why researchers may fi nd no diff erences between DSM-
defi ned traumatic events and others in terms of PTG outcomes (e.g.,  Silverstein, 
Lee, Witte, & Weathers, 2017 ). When  Shakespeare-Finch and Armstrong (2010 ) 
examined PTG and symptoms of PTSD in people who had experienced (1) sexual 
abuse, (2) serious motor vehicle accidents, and (3) people who had been bereaved, 
all participants viewed their experiences as traumatic, even, for example, when 
their experience of bereavement was not violent or accidental. Tedeschi and Cal-
houn (2004b) reviewed PTG in the context of a variety of events, including HIV 
infection, cancer, and combat. Th e defi nition of what constitutes a traumatic event 
may change over time and may be diff erent across cultures, which is another reason 
to take an extended view when defi ning an event as traumatic for a particular per-
son. In some ways, whether or not an event is traumatic is in the eye of the beholder. 

 It is important to distinguish what constitutes a traumatic event from daily stress-
ors or minor hassles. We are interested in how people change “in the aft ermath 
of events that are undesirable in the extreme” ( Tedeschi, Park, & Calhoun, 1998 , 
p. 3)—events that are likely to cause fundamental and transformative changes. Our 
perspective is on traumatic events that are “seismic” ( Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1999 ). 
Just as earthquakes can shake or shatter the foundations of buildings, some events 
are so psychologically seismic that they will seriously challenge or shatter an indi-
vidual’s assumptive world. Th e event needs to be signifi cant enough to challenge 

 the basic assumptions about one’s future and how to move toward that future, 
and therefore produce massive anxiety and psychic pain that is diffi  cult to 
manage. Inherent in these traumatic experiences are losses such as the loss 
of loved ones, of cherished roles or capabilities, or of fundamental, accepted 
ways of understanding life.  

 ( Tedeschi et al., 1998 , p. 2) 
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 Finally, we need to carefully consider what we mean by a traumatic, stressful, or 
challenging  event . In many cases, people experience life-changing circumstances 
that are not easily described in terms of a single event. Some circumstances may 
occur over a period of time and include many events; this is usually the case with 
the aft ermath of a traumatic event. In combat, it may not be a single battle that is 
the catalyst for change, but an entire deployment into a combat zone. A natural 
disaster may include a variety of specifi c components, including the disaster itself, 
fi nding help in the immediate aft ermath, and what is sometimes a long process 
of rebuilding physically and psychologically. Th e terminal illness of a loved one 
may extend over days or months and include many interactions with that person 
and with others. Later we will consider the question of PTG for people who live 
in families or communities where traumatic events are an everyday fact of life. In 
such cases it can be diffi  cult to identify a single traumatic event, or what is post-
traumatic, and the degree to which there may be challenges to ways of thinking. 

 What Is “Posttraumatic”? 
 Th e construct of PTG is focused on changes in people  aft er  an event rather than 
their responses during an event. In addition, posttraumatic growth does not focus 
on changes in the immediate aft ermath of the event, when people may be react-
ing without any careful consideration, but almost instinctively. Instead, PTG is 
focused on longer-term changes that come about aft er more careful refl ection. 
Post-trauma is usually an extended time period, from days to years, where people 
develop new ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving, because the events they have 
experienced do not permit a return to baseline functioning. Th is is a crucial way 
that PTG is also distinguished from “resilience,” a return to baseline or resistance 
to trauma, and “recovery,” which has similar connotations. 

 What Is “Growth”? 
 One important feature of PTG is that the change is transformative. It involves 
positive changes in cognitive and emotional life that are likely to have behavioral 
implications; the changes can be profound and may be truly transformative ( Tede-
schi & Calhoun, 1995 ). Since 1995, research has provided evidence of positive 
changes in all of these domains: cognitive ( Calhoun, Cann, Tedeschi, & McMillan, 
2000 ), emotional ( Park, Aldwin, Fenster, & Snyder, 2008 ), and behavioral (Shake-
speare-Finch & Enders, 2008;  Shakespeare-Finch & Barrington, 2012 ). 

 Personal development, change, increasing maturity, and growth are norma-
tive and occur throughout various developmental periods. Th is type of change is 
not PTG ( Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2012 ). Th e changes characteristic of PTG may be 
similar to those seen in normative development, or may occur in the context of 
normative development as well as trauma. How the changes occur defi nes the dif-
ference. PTG occurs as a result of a  struggle  with the aft ermath of a major life crisis. 
Th e struggle that leads to PTG is not usually at fi rst a struggle to grow or change, 
but rather to survive or cope. Th e growth tends to be unplanned and unexpected, 
although we will discuss later that it may be facilitated by certain interventions. 
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 Th e term “growth” rather than “benefi ts” is used in referring to PTG. In their 
earlier work in the 1980s and early 1990s, Tedeschi and Calhoun described the 
reports of growth in trauma survivors as “perceived benefi ts.” However, they came 
to appreciate that this term might indicate that reports of growth might be untrust-
worthy, and that the changes might be benefi cial without representing growth or 
transformation. Although there are diff erent degrees of personal growth that can 
be seen in the aft ermath of trauma, and there are diff erent trajectories of PTG, we 
also prefer the term “growth” because the changes people report are experienced 
by them as indicating positive, transformative development. 

 Th e terms “perceived benefi ts” and “benefi t-fi nding” are most oft en seen in the 
literature that examines physical health and illness (e.g.,  Antoni et al., 2001 ), and 
these perceived benefi ts are sometimes described as equivalent to PTG. However, 
they include changes such as improved health behaviors (e.g., stopping tobacco 
use), which for most people are benefi cial but not experienced as personally trans-
formative. In the health-related benefi ts literature, we might see true PTG or other 
less transformational change. 

 Some pathways may involve profound changes in perspectives on living that 
will promote changes in health and social behavior that yield better health 
outcomes. Others may involve changed life perspectives that reduce stress 
responses and have eff ects on immune system functioning. Other pathways 
to better health outcomes might proceed from more specifi c changes in health 
or social behavior that yield health benefi ts, without more general personal 
transformation.  

 ( Aspinwall & Tedeschi, 2010 , p. 7) 

 Changes analogous to PTG have also been investigated in the context of changes 
that occur in the aft ermath of positive events, as well as those resulting from self-
initiated challenging experiences. For example, Suedfeld, Kjærgaard, and Leon 
reported on the personal changes that occur in the aft ermath of space travel 
(Suedfeld, Legkaia, & Brcic, 2010), solo circumnavigations by sailing ( Kjærgaard, 
Leon, & Venables, 2015 ), and arctic exploration ( Kjærgaard, Leon, Venables, & 
Fink, 2013 ). Th ese scholars used the concept of PTG and found that persons who 
choose to endure such challenging environments can be changed in ways that are 
very much like those changes reported by people who are forced to endure trau-
matic events. Th ese fi ndings suggest that changes analogous to PTG can happen 
in people who have not been exposed to events defi ned as traumatic. However, 
by defi nition, PTG is a result of processes initiated by a signifi cant challenge to a 
person’s assumptive world—a challenge to their core beliefs.   
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