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Dr. Buczynski:  Why do some clients grow immensely after trauma, while others might not grow at all after a 

traumatic event?  

Well according to Dr. Christine Padesky, it’s often more about the client than it is about the trauma.  

Here, Christine shares two forces that work together to influence growth. 

Dr. Padesky: The research is still in its infancy regarding post-traumatic growth. My own opinion about this, 

based on what I've read in the literature in my clinical experience, is that I think two things are in inner play 

regarding this.  

One is, some traumas put demands on us; it will really shake up our worldview, while other traumas don't. So 

that's one part of it – 

The other part is, the meaning that we put on a trauma develops in the course of our recovery from trauma, 

if we do have PTSD.  

The funny thing is, in the literature, they've found that the amount of post-traumatic growth doesn't seem to 

relate in a real straight forward way to the amount of distress you had or the type of trauma or whatever.  

My guess is that, like most things in life, for some people, a particular trauma at a particular point in time 

really locks into their own growth process as a human being and it takes on a certain meaning that it might 

not for that same person at a different point in time or a different particular trauma. 

For example – 10 people could be in a plane crash, which might be traumatic because maybe they almost 

died, maybe other people around them died.  

For some people, this might just be something that they have to get through, and they might work on their 

PTSD and that's it, and it doesn't really connect with their life trajectory in any other way separate from 

recovering from the traumatic event.  

But for other people, it might come at a point in their life where they are ripe for growth in a certain area. 

Maybe it's a point in their life where they're thinking about connection to other people, or maybe they've 
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been overinvolved in work and now they're thinking about, "Oh, there's more to life than just work," and this 

trauma hits at that point, and they're open to the growth. 

This is just my own guess, but I keep this in mind because you could ask the question about anything in 

therapy: Why do some people come in for marital counseling and it turns out to be a major point of growth 

for them, and for other people, they get through the crisis, and that's it? Why do some people come to 

therapy with a parenting issue, and it turns into a big growth issue and not for other people?  

We don't want to put demands for growth on people who've been through trauma.  

I'm very interested in growth and strengths and positive human development, so I'm very interested in this 

research and following it. But at the same time, I don't think, as therapists, we want to think, Oh, I'm only 

doing good PTSD work if my client has this big growth experience afterwards – because it may not have hit 

the person in that kind of sweet spot in their life where growth was something that they were ready for or 

that was even required or needed.  

Dr. Buczynski: So, when it comes to the way different people respond to growth opportunities after trauma, 

Christine is looking at two things: 

One: how much demand did the trauma put on the person – did it alter their worldview or not? 

And two: what is the meaning that the person assigned to the trauma during their recovery process?  

One interesting part of Christine’s research – she also discovered that people who had high levels of growth 

after trauma were often people who didn't have a lot of distress.  

People who had high degrees of distress didn’t report experiencing as much growth.  

So why would this be? 

Dr. Padesky: It can't be just distress alone, so I think there's got to be some intersection with what's going on 

in someone's life. In terms of us as therapists, of course we want to promote growth if that's a possibility. So, 

what should we do?  

I think first, we want to be open to clients having a growth experience, but we don't want to demand it. For 

some people just getting through trauma, it’s an excellent and good thing to get them to be able to live their 

life again and reclaim their life and feel like they can move on.  
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But in terms of what we can do to help – in my experience in working with clients with trauma, there's so 

many diverse types of trauma and situations and meanings that people put on trauma that there's lots of 

different things that might help different clients. So, rather than giving one example, I'd like to give several 

examples. 

One case that came to mind was a man I worked with who was involved in a public transportation accident, 

and he was actually the driver of the public transportation vehicle, and it led to the death of a number of 

people, and it was quite devastating to him. 

This is a case where, from his perspective, he was the perpetrator of the trauma. He was the one responsible 

for the trauma, and that's a very different issue than someone who's more the receiver of the trauma. For 

him, it was really difficult.  

He had lots of shame and guilt, and even though, from my perspective and the perspective of investigators 

who looked into the accident — it's part of public record — it really wasn't his fault. He had made an error, 

but it wasn't an error that was egregious or obvious. It was like a lot of people would have made this call, and 

most days it wouldn't have led to anything bad happening.  

But it didn't matter. From his point of view, it didn't let him off the hook, and he was quite ashamed and 

guilty.  

Dr. Buczynski: These feelings of shame and guilt really started to impact Christine’s client. He began to have a 

complete shift in how he saw himself. 

Dr. Padesky: He had to somehow fit this because, prior to this event, he thought of himself as a pretty good 

person. And after the event, he started seeing himself as a bad person. I could make this mistake. I'm a killer 

of people. And this was quite a difficult challenge for him. 

In this case, what we ended up doing was helpful to him is; he had done something that had terrible 

consequences, so I talked to him about the importance of reparation when we've done harm, and he 

immediately got that. And he agreed that he wanted that to be part of our therapy.  

And the challenge was that he couldn't, for various reasons I can't go into here — he couldn't go directly to 

the families of the people he had harmed to help them, but there were some qualities and cultural, ethnic, 

age issues with these people.  So, he decided that he would take time off work and go to a community in 

another part, some distance from where he lived, and that he would do volunteer work to help those people 
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in another community, and that he would do this until he felt that he had paid his debt.  

This is something we wouldn't really normally be talking about as a therapy intervention. He came up with 

this idea through our talk about what would be the necessary reparation to make up for this.  

He, in fact, did do this and he worked in this community as an anonymous volunteer for month. Eventually, 

he came to terms with what had happened, and he felt that he had restored the balance of seeing himself as 

a good person. And he, of course, still regretted these people's deaths, but he felt like he could accept it and 

that he could pay back the debt, and he saw himself as a responsible human being again. So, he found 

meaning through this action. 

Dr. Buczynski: Christine’s client was able to experience post-traumatic growth by reorienting toward the 

future and following the framework of awareness, connection and action.  

This helped her client find meaning from the trauma.  

As you’ll remember, these were all important elements of growth that we’ve discussed in detail throughout 

the program. 

So now, to look a little deeper into what creates this capacity for growth, Dr. Ron Siegel offers more insight 

into Christine’s ideas. 

He begins by looking at what we can find when we explore the area known as proximal development. 

Dr. Siegel: I appreciated her example of the 10 people in the plane crash, some of whom had post-traumatic 

growth experiences and others just got back to their pre-morbid functioning.  

And it got me thinking about Lev Vygotsky, who is a Russian psychologist who used to be quoted quite a bit. 

He coined this notion of the zone of proximal development. And he was talking about ordinary child 

development, and he said there are those things we can do on our own, those things that we really need 

someone else to help us to do, and those things that we are just about able to do on our own. We're just 

about working those out.  

And that exists in quite obvious ways in terms of solving math problems or stacking blocks or riding a bicycle. 

But it also exists in terms of this capacity to work with trauma. And to get a sense of, What's the zone of 

proximal development for the person that I'm working with?  
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And it works for a psychological and spiritual development as well – 

What can we intuit what the next step in the developmental 

pathway might be?  

And it's interesting; once we identify a zone of proximal 

development, you can see the robbed opportunities for growth that 

come from not entering that zone, from being afraid to move into it 

and grapple with the next challenge, but also, the problems that 

come from what are often called spiritual bypasses, as though, I've 

grown so much from this trauma that I'm going to completely negate what we were talking about before, 

which is the sense of the anger, the seeking revenge, and all the negativity that comes out of the trauma.  

I think it’s the timing – figuring out timing has a lot to do with the diagnostic impression that we form about 

where the zone of proximal development is and to realize both the pitfalls of avoidance as well as the pitfalls 

of leaping over the pain, and seeing when and at what pace is somebody able to move into it. And to move 

into it to use it for what we talked about some weeks ago – disorganization — to really reconsider, Who am 

I? What matters? How do I want to be reorienting my life?  

Dr. Buczynski: Timing and pace are both vital to the post-traumatic growth process.  

And Ron laid out a helpful way to assess when and why a client is ready to move into it. 

In this program, we’ve looked at many different perspectives and practical strategies to help clients move 

beyond trauma and into post-traumatic growth.  

I hope you’ve found something helpful that you can use in your work with clients, and that this program has 

given you some new ideas to think about and build upon in your practice. 

Be sure to check out some of the bonuses that we created for you in this program, as I think they’ll give you 

even more insight into how to help foster post-traumatic growth. a 

Thank you for being a part of this program. If you’d like to check out some of our other professional courses 

for practitioners, please visit NICABM.com. 

Thanks, and I’ll see you soon. Bye. 

“Once we identify a zone of 

proximal development, you 

can see the robbed 

opportunities for growth 

that come from  afraid to 

move into it and grapple 

with the next challenge.”  


