
Practical Strategies to Foster Post-Traumatic Growth— Video 7   Linda Graham, MFT - Transcript - pg. 1 

 

Practical Strategies to Foster  

Post-Traumatic Growth 

How to Guide Clients Through the 10 Steps of Post-Traumatic Growth 

with Linda Graham, MFT 

National Institute for the Clinical  
Application of Behavioral Medicine 



Practical Strategies to Foster Post-Traumatic Growth— Video 7   Linda Graham, MFT - Transcript - pg. 2 

 

Dr. Graham: In this last section of this webinar on the new science of post-traumatic growth, I want to review 

and put into context what we have covered so far, and offer 10 steps researchers are finding important for 

anyone who is experiencing the devastating upheaving of an acute or chronic trauma; and finding the 

resources and practices that offer hope of recovery; and finding their way, steadily, to the wisdom and reality 

of post-traumatic growth. 

We talked about five factors that seem to predict someone being able to recover from trauma and move into 

post-traumatic growth. 

(1): Acceptance of the reality of the trauma and accepting the reality of the consequences of the trauma.  

Practices of mindfulness and self-compassion can be very helpful here. 

(2): Resourcing with people who understand that reality and who believe in the person’s recovery.  

Therapy and group therapy can be very helpful here. 

(3): Recognizing the positive, even in the midst of tragedy.  

Never a bypass, never a denial, but using a respite from the struggle to be able to continue the struggle. 

Experiencing the positive shifts the brain out of the contraction of the negativity bias and reopen to the 

possibility of possibilities, cultivation positive emotions, and taking in the good can be helpful here. 

(4): Reframing the potentially or even previous traumatizing event as an opportunity to learn and grow.  

Placing the entire sequence of events in the coherent narrative of the person’s entire life story.  

Journaling and writing the coherent narrative could be very helpful here. The person no longer identifies with 

the trauma, but they understand how they’ve been shaped by it. 

The final factor and, frankly, the most difficult, but the most liberating one, is (5): Appreciate the new life, the 

new identity, the new meaning and purpose that the person has come to because of the trauma — not in 

spite of it, but because of it.  
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There’s a deep integration, and sometimes even a deeply intuitive leap of wisdom, necessary for this step to 

fully happen.  

We’ll talk more about that in a moment. 

We talked about the innate, neuroplasticity of the brain that allows a client to cultivate these factors, 

applying tools and techniques to utilize or recover a client’s somatic intelligence, emotional intelligence, 

relational intelligence, and reflective intelligence, building or recovering capacities to move through trauma 

from the bottom up. 

I’ve tried to offer the tools to develop and sustain these intelligences through . . .  

• Normalizing the client’s experience and any of their reactions to their experience. 

• Being with and working with the experience. 

• Moving through the experience and releasing the trauma. 

• Learning skills to continue the healing outside of session. 

• Integrating the lessons of the trauma into a new sense of self. 

Now I want to expand that foundation by exploring 10 steps of recovery from trauma and moving into post-

traumatic growth, much of which I hope will sound familiar to you by now. 

(1): The first step is to accept the reality of what is happening and the consequences and costs of what is 

happening.  

We began this webinar with a quote from Helen Keller. “All the world is full of suffering. It is also full of 

overcoming.”  

So, a potentially traumatizing event wakes us up to the larger reality that all the world is full of suffering. Bad 

things happen to good people. We cannot do enough or be good 

enough to protect ourselves nor our loved ones from the possibility, 

even the likelihood, of tragedy, trouble, or trauma.  

As Peter Levine said, “Trauma is a fact of life.” And as many wisdom 

traditions teach, suffering is inevitable in the human condition. 

“Trauma is a fact of life. 

And as many wisdom 

traditions teach, 

suffering is inevitable in 

the human condition.” 
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Researchers have found that it can be particularly difficult for Americans to not only have their lives blown 

apart by the truly awful, but to have their worldview of how the world is supposed to work blown apart.  

If you work hard enough and follow the rules and take care to take care, you should be able to avoid or 

prevent bad things happening to you or your loved ones. And that’s 

not what’s true. 

Accepting that normal is never going to be what normal used to be is 

part of the beginning of healing from the trauma. And mindfulness 

practice – pausing, noticing, accepting this moment exactly as it is – 

can be very, very helpful. 

It still astonishes me sometimes to read this very famous quote from Viktor Frankl, an Austrian psychiatrist 

who spent three and a half years in Nazi concentration camps, including Auschwitz – and even from that 

most horrible of circumstances, could write, “Between the stimulus and a response, there is a space. In that 

space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom. The last of 

human freedoms is to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances.”  

Mindfulness. Accepting the reality of what is gives us that 

space to choose our responses, and that is the beginning of 

post-traumatic growth. 

(2): Support from people who believe in your recovery.  

When a client is struggling to keep their head above water, 

it’s very important that they’re held in a safety net of 

support of people who believe in their recovery, because very often it’s difficult for the person to believe in 

their own recovery, to see the light at the end of a very long and dark tunnel.  

And that includes us, as therapists. We need to believe that post-traumatic growth is possible and that it is 

possible for this client. 

And sometimes that means we have to have gone through a process of recovery from trauma ourselves and 

experience our own post-traumatic growth so that we can know, we can be deeply convinced, that it is 

possible for them. 

“Accepting that normal is 

never going to be what 

normal used to be is part of 

the beginning of healing 

from the trauma.” 

“When a client is struggling to keep 

their head above water, it’s very 

important that they’re held in a 

safety net of support of people who 

believe in their recovery—and that 

includes us, as therapists.” 
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And it can sometimes be difficult for the client to receive that support.  

“I’m fine,” is a way of coping.  

And people can cope that way (or try to cope that way) for years. The trauma remains compartmentalized, 

unresolved, and the potential learning and growth never gets to happen. 

So, it’s very important that the client be offered help and support from family and friends and in therapy, 

that they are encouraged and helped to receive that support, and that they be protected from people who 

are also saying, “You’re fine. Move on.” Or, from people who doubt the person’s capacities to recover or 

doubt the process of recovery. 

(3):  Participating in a community of shared trauma.  

It can be so helpful to receive help and support from people 

who have experienced the same or similar trauma. And 

group therapy can be very helpful here — a cancer support group, an Alzheimer’s caregiver support group, a 

group for parents who have lost a child to violence, illness, or natural disaster.  

Being able to share the story and hear other people’s stories without having to explain or defend or justify 

anything, can be very normalizing and very regulating. The experience of common humanity can be very 

healing.  

The client gets actual, tangible support in moving from a victim’s stance to an empowered agentic stance. 

Receiving the help, support, and other people in the group can be very powerful. Offering understanding, 

help, and support to others can be even more powerful in recovering a sense of choice and mastery. 

(4): With the help of others, beginning to intentionally, proactively search for any experience of the positive 

in the midst of the ongoing process of recovery.  

A sunny, blue sky, the sound of a bird, a card from a friend, a walk in the park, a temporary respite from 

unbearable uncertainty, fear, and grief, finding a space to breathe and regroup in the midst of a very difficult 

effort.  

This step can include practices of skillful distraction.  

When thoughts, feelings, and sensations seem to be unworkable, watch a favorite TV show, or cook a good 

“Group therapy can be very helpful 

here — the experience of common 

humanity can be very healing.” 
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meal, or workout at the gym, go for a bike ride.  

Skillful distraction is a skill. And when we are mindful, wisely discerning whether indeed we are creating a 

refuge or going into denial, which could be a form of refuge — that could be skillful sometimes — we are 

using that time of refuge to resettle our molecules, to regroup, and to 

reemerge to fight the good fight again. 

Cultivating positive emotions is another way of creating the good; looking 

for, receiving, practicing, remembering moment of kindness.  

Someone took your kids to school when you just couldn’t get out of bed. 

And focusing on the kindness as much as focusing on not getting out of 

bed. 

Practicing moments of compassion for self and others, moments of gratitude or generosity or delight. 

Consciously, intentionally, shifting the function of the body-brain into a more open, resilient state. 

(5): Allow yourself to struggle.  

It’s important to be proactive in recovering from trauma and moving into post-traumatic growth. And 

sometimes, the client just needs to be with whatever they are feeling and with themselves as they feel it.  

Michaela Haas wrote in her book Bouncing Forward, Transforming Bad Breaks into Breakthroughs: “A 

devastating loss is simply this — devastating. Post-

traumatic growth does not dissolve the pain. Allow the 

tears to flow. Scream at the funeral, if you must. Go into 

the woods and curse the sky. Take up boxing and beat 

the crap out of the punching bag. Repeat as needed. It is 

from the fierce place of acknowledging the raw spots 

that we derive our strength.” 

Teaching clients the protocol of mindful self-compassion 

can be very, very helpful here. It’s normal to feel what 

human beings feel. It’s part of being human. It’s part of 

the process, and self-compassion can literally be a lifesaver, a sanity saver. 

“Cultivating positive 

emotions is another 

way of creating the 

good; looking for, 

receiving, practicing, 

remembering moment 

of kindness.” 

“Post-traumatic growth does not 

dissolve the pain. Allow the tears to 

flow. Scream at the funeral, if you 

must. Go into the woods and curse the 

sky. Take up boxing and beat the crap 

out of the punching bag. Repeat as 

needed. It is from the fierce place of 

acknowledging the raw spots that we 

derive our strength.” 
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(6): Be flexible.  

In my book Bouncing Back, I offer about 80 exercises to strengthen 

the functioning of the prefrontal cortex, the brain’s center of 

executive functioning.  

It is the structure of the brain that we use for our response 

flexibility, our capacities to shift gears, shift perspectives, shift our responses to difficult events. It is the CEO 

of resilience.  

We help our clients recover their own stability and their own flexibility in coping, especially with clients who 

struggle with attachment trauma, as well as any other trauma, who might have developed coping styles that 

are either too rigid, caught in what Bonnie Badenoch, author of The Brain-Savvy Therapist, calls neural 

cement, or caught in too much chaos, what Bonnie calls neural swamp. 

We want to help clients recover a kind of brain functioning that is both stable and flexible, one of the 

hallmarks of secure attachment. And we do that by helping clients notice when they are too rigid or too 

chaotic and using the tools and techniques that will help them course correct. 

(7): Begin to do a positive reframe of the potentially or previously traumatizing event.  

This is known as finding the silver lining, finding the lessons in the learning, finding the gift in the mistake, 

what the neural science writer Jonah Lehrer calls “Turning a regrettable moment into a teachable moment.”  

And it’s the turning point in post-traumatic growth. It may take many moments to do this step, and this step 

may need to be done many times. 

Stephen Joseph, who is a social psychologist at the University of Nottingham, says, “The ability to abandon 

the old assumptive self or narrative and to develop a new one is at that heart of the process that can result in 

post-traumatic growth.” 

“People are always telling themselves stories. It is how we make sense of the significance of what has 

happened to us. In the wake of trauma, people are often telling themselves stories of mental defeat and 

hopelessness, and they need to be in a position to begin reframing their story as one that looks to the future 

and begins to view things in a beneficial way.” 

A well-known contemporary way of saying this is from Leonard Cohen’s song, Hallelujah:  

“It’s normal to feel what 

human beings feel. It’s part of 

being human. It’s part of the 

process, and self-compassion 

can literally be a lifesaver.” 
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So, this is the step when the clients begin to write the coherent narrative of their life’s story, placing the 

traumas within the framework of the entire life.  

How does the trauma fit into the whole life story?  

Beginning to reframe here that the trauma has changed one’s sense of self, often in deeper, wiser, more 

compassionate ways. 

(8): Help the client proactively rejoin the world if they haven’t already. 

Help them to volunteer and help others, to speak, teach, write, share their story with a larger audience, to 

come out of withdrawal, isolation, feeling like they are the only one, and rejoin the common experience of 

common humanity, and begin to experience themselves in other ways with other people. 

Researchers have found that even participating in a team sport, like 

rowing, or rock climbing, or bowling can help people reconnect with 

themselves in a new way by reconnecting with other people in a new 

way. 

(9): Reentry into the larger world can help the client find a larger 

meaning and purpose in their life and a new sense of themselves.  

As Richard Tedeschi, the pioneering researcher on post-traumatic growth says, “Because there is no 

returning to baseline for people whose worlds have been upended by trauma, a traumatic event is not simply 

a hardship to overcome, the trauma becomes a dividing line in people’s lives. It can catalyze deep 

transformation. People do more than survive. They become wise.” 

And (10): The final integrative step is to help clients come to appreciate the new meaning and purpose in 

their lives that was catalyzed by the trauma, not just in spite of it.  

“Help them to rejoin the 

common experience of 

common humanity, and 

begin to experience 

themselves in ways with 

other people.” 

Ring the bells that still can ring.  

Forget your perfect offering. 

There’s a crack in everything.  

That’s how the light gets in. 
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To quote again Michaela Haas in Bouncing Forward, Transforming Bad 

Breaks into Breakthroughs:  

“Post-traumatic stress is a catalyst for emotional growth. The worst has 

happened, and we are changed. Let’s face it. Few of us live our best and 

kindest lives. Most of us hurtle along, propelled by bills and 

responsibilities, somewhat impervious to our true potential. A 

breakdown also breaks down the ‘musts’ and ‘should haves’ that ruled our daily routines, along with the life 

as we knew it. Temporarily suspended in a vacuum, we can recalibrate and, maybe for the first time, tune in 

to what truly matters.” 

Two quotes may help illuminate this, one from Suzanne Danhauer, associate professor of social science and 

health policy at Wake Forest School of Medicine:  

“It is not the actual trauma that is causing the change. It is how people interpret what happens, how what 

they believe about themselves and life and the world gets shaken up. Not the trauma itself that forces people 

to experience growth.” 

And the other from Rachelle Yahudah, director of the Traumatic Stress, 

Stress Studies Division at Mt. Sinai School of Medicine:  

“Trauma causes changes. There are a lot of opinions out there about 

how that change manifests. But you just don’t stay the same. That’s a 

really radical idea. You do recover in some sense. But that recovery 

doesn’t actually involve returning to the baseline. It involves 

recalibration towards something new. PTSD is a way of describing that 

in a very negative light. And post-traumatic growth is a way of describing that in a very positive light.” 

It is the process of rebuilding and rediscovering who you are, in a world where bad things happen to good 

people, that fosters new meaning, new purpose, new direction for people. Not just bouncing back, but 

bouncing forward into a new sense of fulfillment and thriving. That’s the growth. And that is what we help 

our clients do moment by moment by moment. 

I hope this webinar has been helpful to you in the sacred work of guiding clients who have experienced 

trauma and tragedy to recovery, heal, and grow, to recover their resilience and contribute to the world in 

new ways. 

“Post-traumatic stress is 

a catalyst for emotional 

growth. The worst has 

happened, and we are 

changed. Let’s face it.” 

“It is not the actual 

trauma that is causing the 

change. It is how people 

interpret what happens, 

how what they believe 

about themselves gets 

shaken up.” 
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And I’ll close with this quote from Jon Kabat-Zinn, developer of mindfulness-based stress reduction: 

You can’t stop the waves, but you can learn to surf. 

Thank you.  


