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Post-Traumatic Growth, Resilience and Social-Ecological
Synergies: Some Reflections from a Study on Conflict-Related
Sexual Violence
Janine Natalya Clark

Birmingham Law School, University of Birmingham, Edgbaston, Birmingham B15 2TT, UK; j.n.clark@bham.ac.uk

Abstract: The concept of post-traumatic growth (PTG) continues to generate significant interest, as
reflected in the increasing number of studies. This article makes two novel contributions to existing
scholarship on PTG. First, it seeks to demonstrate that the common framing of PTG as positive psycho-
logical change is too narrow. To do so, it looks to research on resilience and highlights the shift from
person-centred understandings of resilience to more relational approaches that situate the concept in
the interactions and dynamics between individuals and their social ecologies (environments). The
article’s core argument is that there are social-ecological synergies between resilience and PTG, which,
in turn, are highly relevant to how we think about and study growth. Second, the article empirically
develops this argument by drawing on a larger study involving victims-/survivors of conflict-related
sexual violence (CRSV) in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Colombia and Uganda. It is important to note in
this regard that there are no major studies of PTG focused on CRSV, just as scholarship on CRSV has
given little attention to PTG (or indeed resilience).

Keywords: conflict-related sexual violence; post-traumatic growth; resilience; social ecologies

1. Introduction

Scholarship focused on the concept of post-traumatic growth (PTG) has “exploded
in the last 15 years” (Jayawickreme and Infurna 2021, p. 5). According to Tedeschi and
Calhoun (2004a), PTG refers to “positive psychological change experienced as a result of the
struggle with highly challenging life circumstances” (p. 1). Although this understanding
of PTG is widely accepted, this article aims to demonstrate that it is too narrow and
accordingly proposes an alternative way of thinking about PTG. In so doing, it looks
directly to research on resilience. Significantly, this rich corpus of literature remains heavily
under-explored in discussions about PTG. It is common for scholars to simply stress the
differences between the two concepts (see, e.g., Saltzman et al. 2018, p. 427; Westphal and
Bonanno 2007, p. 421).

There has been a growing shift within resilience research away from person-centred
framings towards more relational theorisations that locate resilience in the interactions and
dynamics between individuals and their social ecologies (environments). As Ungar (2011)
underscores, resilience is not something that we have. Rather, it is “a process that families,
schools, communities and governments facilitate” (p. 1, emphasis in the original; see also
Leite et al. 2019; Masten 2021; Theron and van Breda 2021). This article’s central argument
is that social-ecological approaches to resilience are also highly relevant to PTG. More
specifically, it seeks to show that important social-ecological synergies between resilience
and PTG can expand how we think about the latter.

Alongside its conceptual arguments, this article also makes a novel empirical contri-
bution to existing scholarship on PTG. While there is growing research on PTG among
war-affected populations (see, e.g., Bechara et al. 2021; Shamia et al. 2015; Şimşir et al. 2021),
to date such research has almost entirely overlooked those who have suffered conflict-
related sexual violence (CRSV). Similarly, scholarship on CRSV has given little attention to

Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 104. https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci13020104 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/socsci

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci13020104
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci13020104
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/socsci
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4060-4082
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci13020104
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/socsci
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/socsci13020104?type=check_update&version=1


Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 104 2 of 17

PTG, and the rare studies that have done so have approached the concept uncritically (see,
e.g., Anderson et al. 2019; Kuwert et al. 2014). This article draws on a mixed-methods study,
led by the author and completed in February 2023, and in particular on a qualitative dataset
of 63 semi-structured interviews with victims-/survivors1 of CRSV in Bosnia-Herzegovina
(BiH), Colombia and Uganda. While the interview guide did not include any actual ques-
tions about PTG, “growth” was one of the themes that organically emerged. The article
utilises the data to empirically expand on its conceptual arguments and to demonstrate the
significance of individuals’ wider social ecologies in supporting and facilitating elements
of growth.

The first section gives an overview of PTG and discusses some common critiques of the
concept. The second section explores the relationship between PTG and resilience, which
is pivotal to the article’s argument that both concepts have important social-ecological
dimensions that have yet to be substantively explored and analysed. It also problematises
the common framing of resilience within PTG scholarship as a process of “bouncing
back”. The third section introduces the dataset on which the article draws, outlining the
methodology used and the correspondence between the research design and data analysis.
The final two sections empirically develop the proposition that growth is more than just a
psychological process. PTG, fundamentally, is a social-ecological process.

2. An Overview of PTG and Some Critiques
2.1. The Basic Concept

The concept of PTG accentuates that traumatic experiences can create possibilities for
growth and positive psychological change. Calhoun and Tedeschi (2006, p. 5)—who first
coined the term PTG—have identified three broad domains of growth relating, respectively,
to perceptions of self, relationships with others and philosophy of life. They have also
stressed, however, that PTG does not in any way diminish or detract from an individual’s
trauma,2 and indeed, growth often coexists with ongoing personal distress (Tedeschi and
Calhoun 2004a, p. 2.).

Their explanation for this coexistence is that PTG does not result from traumatic
events themselves, just as trauma does not (Caruth 1995, p. 4). Rather, it is “the individual’s
struggle with the new reality in the aftermath of trauma that is crucial in determining the
extent to which posttraumatic growth occurs” (Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004a, p. 5). They
link individual struggles, in turn, with what they call “rumination”. Fundamentally, one of
the markers of highly stressful and traumatic events is that they disrupt and undermine
a person’s “assumptive world” (Calhoun and Tedeschi 2006, p. 7; Tedeschi et al. 2007,
p. 398).3 As efforts are made to make sense of what happened, the individual engages in a
process of reflection and rumination, and “event related rumination that is not exclusively
negative may be predictive of posttraumatic growth” (Calhoun et al. 2000, p. 522).

Existing studies of PTG have focused, inter alia, on war refugees (Kroo and Nagy 2011),
earthquake survivors (Xu and Liao 2011), bereaved parents (Engelkemeyer and Marwit 2008)
and police officers (Leppma et al. 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic has also contributed to
new research on the topic (see, e.g., Chen et al. 2022; Tu et al. 2023; Vazquez et al. 2021).
Growing interest in PTG arguably reflects, in part, the fact that it has intuitive appeal; there
is something intrinsically uplifting in the idea that “the horror of psychological trauma
might have a silver lining; that people might benefit from the experience or even grow
toward more optimal functioning” (Westphal and Bonanno 2007, p. 418). PTG is not,
however, an unproblematic concept. While it is beyond the scope of this article to discuss
in depth the various critiques of it, it is important to note a few of the main criticisms—not
least because the social-ecological approach that this research proposes can go some way to
help address them.

2.2. Some Common Critiques of PTG

One of the biggest issues with PTG relates to how the concept is measured. Studies
most frequently use Tedeschi and Calhoun’s (1996) Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI)
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or the Stress-Related Growth Scale (SRGS; Park et al. 1996), both of which rely heavily on
retrospective self-reported growth. As Park and Lechner (2014, p. 54) underline, however,
there are notable problems with asking individuals to try and remember how they were
prior to experiencing a challenging or traumatic life event. Putting them through this
process of “mental gymnastics” (Infurna et al. 2022, p. 577), for example, raises significant
issues regarding accuracy of recall (Infurna and Jayawickreme 2019, p. 154).

Important questions pertaining to interpretation, moreover, arise when individuals
give positive answers to statements about growth. In short, there are many potential
reasons why someone might claim, or believe, that they have experienced “growth”
(Boals et al. 2023, p. 196; Frazier and Kaler 2006, p. 859). Additionally, context and
dominant cultural scripts may strongly influence an individual’s answers (a good il-
lustration of how social ecologies matter for PTG). This is a topic for future research
(Jayawickreme et al. 2021, p. 153), but the central point is that individuals might feel under
pressure, because of their cultural environment and the norms it prescribes, to deal with
trauma and adversity in a “socially acceptable” way.4 Linley and Joseph (2004) accordingly
ask: “to what extent is adversarial growth [they use this term rather than PTG] simply the
adherence to some cultural script?” (p. 19).5 For their part, Maercker and Zoellner (2004)—
whose Janus face model distinguishes between “constructive growth” and “illusory growth”
(see also Boals and Liu 2020; Pat-Horenczyk et al. 2015)—draw attention to a “self-deceptive
side” of PTG associated with avoidance, denial or wishful thinking (p. 43).6

Some scholars have sought to explore PTG in ways that reduce reliance on self-
reported growth. Weiss’ (2002) study of women diagnosed with breast cancer, as one
example, included husbands as a way of corroborating the women’s self-reported growth.
The study involved 41 couples. Weiss’ approach, however—and her argument that the hus-
bands’ confirmation lent credibility to the women’s claims of transformation and growth
(Weiss 2002, p. 79)—has also been challenged. As Park and Lechner (2014) ask, “Does a
high degree of correlation between self-reports and other reports indicate true growth, or is
it simply an artifact of participants’ reports to informants about their positive changes?”
(p. 55). Rather than seeking to corroborate self-perceived PTG, Hobfoll et al. (2007, p. 356)
have focused on how such growth is translated into action.7 Interestingly, however, their
research—focused on the Al Aqsa Intifada (2000–2004) by Palestinians—found a rela-
tionship between PTG, authoritarianism and extreme political violence, thereby adding
important nuance to predominantly positive framings of PTG (Hobfoll et al. 2007, p. 352).

Indeed, and linked to this last point, another criticism of PTG is that it can give a
skewed picture of an individual’s experiences due to the way in which statements pur-
porting to measure the concept are phrased. Crucially, scales such as the PTGI and SRGS
do not give respondents an opportunity to report on any negative changes that might
have occurred (Frazier et al. 2001, p. 1049; Linley and Joseph 2004, p. 18). The use of
positively worded unipolar response scales, moreover, can contribute to fostering the illu-
sory growth that Maercker and Zoellner (2004) have underlined. Boals and Schuler (2018)
have developed a revised version of the SRGS precisely to address these issues (see also
Boals et al. 2023). In contrast to the SRGS and the PTGI, the revised SRGS (SRGS-R) uses
neutral wording and a bipolar response scale (ranging from very negative change to very
positive change) (Boals and Schuler 2018, p. 192). While few studies to date have used this
revised scale, Boals and Schuler’s (2019) research suggests that the SRGS-R “is less prone
(although not altogether immune) to reports of illusory PTG” (p. 245), which is potentially
an important step forward.

This article makes its own original contribution to existing scholarship and critiques
of PTG. What has encouraged a strong reliance on self-report measures is the dominant
framing of PTG as positive psychological change and a related emphasis on personality
traits (see, e.g., Blackie et al. 2017; Jayawickreme et al. 2021; Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004a).
This framing, however, is too narrow, and this research challenges it by focusing on the
relationship—too often glossed over—between PTG and resilience. Its core proposition,
which is developed in the next section, is that thinking about the synergies between the



Soc. Sci. 2024, 13, 104 4 of 17

two concepts, and specifically about the social-ecological synergies, is key to fostering a
broadened, more relational and contextually located understanding of PTG.

3. Resilience, PTG and the Significance of Social Ecologies

Within extant literature on PTG, the concept’s relationship with resilience remains
both under-conceptualised and under-examined. According to Schaefer et al. (2018), “the
exact relationship between these two constructs is still quite unclear and the literature
is plagued by ambiguity” (p. 18; see also Levine et al. 2009, p. 283). Most frequently,
scholars comment on the differences between PTG and resilience. The latter, however,
is often discussed in a way that overlooks significant developments—and in particular,
social-ecological developments—within the field of resilience research. As a consequence,
opportunities for thinking in social-ecological and multi-systemic ways about PTG—and
thus, for “[i]ntegrating the resilience and growth literatures” (Infurna and Jayawickreme
2019, p. 155)—have been largely missed. This article seeks specifically to demonstrate
the importance of Lepore and Revenson’s (2006) argument that “the interplay between
individual-level and environmental-level factors in promoting resilience and PTG should
not be underestimated” (p. 36).

3.1. Resilience beyond “Bouncing Back”

It is useful to briefly outline how Tedeschi and Calhoun explain the relationship
between PTG and resilience. The latter, they note, “is usually considered to be an ability to
go on with life after hardship and adversity, or to continue living a purposeful life after
experiencing hardship and adversity” (Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004a, p. 4). In contrast, PTG
“refers to a change in people that goes beyond an ability to resist and not be damaged
by highly stressful circumstances; it involves a movement beyond pretrauma levels of
adaptation” (Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004a, p. 4). What enables this “movement” is an
individual’s struggle with trauma;, and according to Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004a, p. 4),
those who are resilient have better coping capacity and hence face fewer challenges in
dealing with trauma. Fundamentally, these individuals “are not confronted with challenges
to their core beliefs, and do not need to engage in the processing of trauma that can usher in
PTG” (Tedeschi 2011, p. 138; see also Levine et al. 2009, p. 283; Saltzman et al. 2018, p. 427;
Westphal and Bonanno 2007, p. 421). Tedeschi (2011, p. 138) also points out, however, that
enhanced resilience can be an outcome of PTG, and in this way he highlights important
temporal dynamics. In his words, “resilience and PTG may appear to be negatively related
early on in the aftermath of trauma, but positively related after a good deal of time has
allowed for processing of the trauma into a growth experience” (Tedeschi 2011, p. 138).

Unpacking these arguments further, this article does not challenge the idea that there
are differences between PTG and resilience (although they are not mutually exclusive
concepts; see, e.g., Kong et al. 2018, pp. 708–9). What it does seek to stress is that these
differences appear more pronounced when the literature on PTG neglects the diversity of
the literature on resilience and the “explosion of ‘resilience thinking’” (Folke et al. 2021,
p. 1774). Calhoun and Tedeschi (2006) note, for example, that “Dictionary definitions of the
term state that resilience is ‘the power or ability to return to the original form or position
after being bent, compressed, or stretched’ or to ‘recover readily from illness, depression or
adversity’” (p. 11). Indeed, references to resilience within PTG research frequently associate
it with “bouncing back” (Aafjes-van Doorn et al. 2022, p. 165; Aliche et al. 2019, p. 737;
Infurna et al. 2022, p. 577). This etymological understanding, however, is only one way of
thinking about the concept.

As Holtorf (2018) pertinently points out, “Recent conceptions of resilience de-emphasize
notions of ‘bouncing back’ to a previous state and place more emphasis on processes of
‘bouncing forward’ involving absorption, learning, adaptation and transformation than on
specific outcomes in relation to a previous status quo” (p. 639). Both the desirability and
feasibility of “bouncing back”, moreover, have been questioned within resilience research
(Clark 2021; Moulton and Machado 2019; Walsh 2002). Indeed, Walker (2020) insists that
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“Possibly the most common misinterpretation of resilience is ‘bouncing back’. Resilience
is in fact the ability to adapt and change, to reorganize, while coping with disturbance”.
Although his work focuses on inter-linked social-ecological systems (SESs), or “combined
systems of humans and nature” (Folke et al. 2003, p. 354), his argument that a system “does
not bounce back to look and behave exactly like it did before” (Walker 2020) is just as
pertinent to individuals (see, e.g., Clark 2021; Sleijpen et al. 2013).

3.2. The Relevance of Social-Ecological Approaches

Alongside studies of SESs, there is a growing accent within resilience research on
“the social-ecological factors that facilitate the development of well-being under stress”
(Ungar et al. 2013, p. 348). Resilience is thus framed as a relational process located in the
interactions between individuals and their multi-systemic environments (Betancourt and
Khan 2008; Liebenberg 2020; Masten et al. 2021; Theron 2016). In contrast to the somewhat
simplistic notion of individuals “bouncing back” from significant shocks and stressors in
their lives, social-ecological approaches explore how different systems—including families,
neighbourhoods, health institutions and ecosystems—“work together to support individu-
als to regain, sustain, or improve their mental wellbeing in contexts of adversity” (Ungar
and Theron 2020, p. 442).

Social-ecological language is not explicitly used in research on PTG. Tedeschi and
Calhoun do acknowledge, however, the significance of wider social and environmental
factors. They point out, for example, that “Supportive others can aid in posttraumatic
growth by providing a way to craft narratives about the changes that have occurred, and
by offering perspectives that can be integrated into schema change” (Tedeschi and Calhoun
2004a, p. 8; see also Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004b, p. 411; Tedeschi 1999, p. 321). Other
scholars, similarly, have explored and emphasised the importance of social environments in
fostering PTG. In a study in post-war Sarajevo, BiH, for example, Powell et al. (2003) found
that one explanation for respondents’ low scores on the PTGI was that “the individuals
themselves as well as the micro- and macrosystems surrounding them have been shaken,
changed, or destroyed” (p. 82). The authors recognised, in other words, that wider systems—
and what happens to them—can affect the possibilities for PTG. In a very different context,
Pat-Horenczyk et al.’s (2015) previously mentioned research has highlighted a positive
linkage between peer group support and PTG in breast cancer survivors. More recently,
Aliche et al.’s (2019) research with young adults of a Fulani herdsmen attack in Nigeria
concluded, inter alia, that support—including from family and friends—helps individuals
“to make a positive meaning out of the traumatic experience” (p. 745).

This article, however, does not simply argue that social support is relevant to PTG. It
goes a step further by proposing a social-ecological framing that underlines the importance
of individuals’ environments both in contributing to PTG and in shaping how it is expressed.
The empirical material underpinning the article plays a critical part in the development of
this framing.

4. The Research Study and Methodology

Scholarship on CRSV has engaged very little with the concept of resilience, and the
comparative study on which this article draws made a significant contribution to addressing
this gap. Examining some of the ways that female and male victims-/survivors of CRSV in
three very different conflict-affected societies—BiH, Colombia and Uganda—express and
manifest everyday resilience, one of the study’s key aims was to decipher the influence
of cross-contextual and country-specific social-ecological factors in both supporting and
impeding resilience. This maximum diversity case study approach offered maximum
opportunities for unpacking the relevance of individuals’ social ecologies. The research
developed its own original conceptual framework by transposing and adapting a key idea
from the field of ecology, namely, connectivity (see, e.g., Bélisle 2005). It analysed resilience
through the muti-layered, storied and dynamic connectivities between individuals and
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their social ecologies, accentuating broken and ruptured connectivities, supportive and
sustaining connectivities and new connectivities (see Clark 2022, 2023).

4.1. The Quantitative Phase

A total of 449 victims-/survivors of CRSV from across the three case study countries
participated in the quantitative phase of the research by completing a study questionnaire
(for analysis of the questionnaire data, see Clark et al. 2022, 2024). The author, two re-
searchers, various in-country organisations (all except one of which were non-governmental
organisations) and three independent psychologists in BiH and Colombia administered the
questionnaire (which was also piloted) between May and November 2018. It was necessary
to ensure—for the purposes of comprehensiveness and for exploring intersectional dimen-
sions of resilience—that the sample reflected, as much as possible, some of the diversity of
victims-/survivors in each country. Particular effort was invested in establishing contact
with individuals from historically marginalised groups (such as Indigenous women in
Colombia) and with those whose experiences have often been overlooked or neglected
within existing scholarship on CRSV (including Serbs in BiH and Lango people in Uganda).

One of the study objectives was to probe what might be learned, in the context of
a comparative research design, from participants’ resilience “scores” on a quantitative
measure. The pivotal part of the questionnaire with respect to this was the Adult Resilience
Measure (ARM; Resilience Research Centre 2016), a 28-item scale divided into individual,
relational and contextual subscales. The specific decision to use the ARM, rather than
an alternative measure, was guided by two main factors. First, the ARM is based on
and reflects a social-ecological approach to resilience, in contrast to several other, more
person-centred resilience scales (see, e.g., Connor and Davidson 2003; Smith et al. 2008).
Second, the ARM is an extension of the Child and Youth Resilience Measure (CYRM), the
development of which involved mixed-methods research in 11 different countries including
Canada, Colombia, India, Israel and Tanzania (Ungar and Liebenberg 2011, p. 128). The
ARM, in other words, has cross-cultural roots, and this made it particularly suitable for the
comparative research study that informs this article.

4.2. The Qualitative Phase

The study participants in each country were grouped into quartiles on the basis of
their ARM scores, from those with the lowest scores (quartile 1) to those with the highest
scores (quartile 4). In the qualitative part of the research, 63 interviewees (a total of 21 in
each country) were selected from across the quartiles. Sampling from the ARM quartiles
was important for exploring whether and how variations in ARM scores would potentially
translate into the qualitative data and intersect with core themes within the data.

The interviews, undertaken by the author and two researchers with crucial logistical
support from several organisations in each country,8 took place between January and
July 2019. They were conducted in the local language/s and recorded (with interviewees’
informed consent) using encrypted digital voice recorders.

Ethics approval for the research was granted by the host institution and the research
funder. Further approvals had to be secured from relevant authorities in BiH, Colombia
and Uganda, including the Uganda National Council for Science and Technology. The
author additionally established an independent ethics board to provide valuable guidance
and oversight, as required by the research funder (which reviewed the board’s reports),
and regular research reports needed to be submitted to the project’s local institutional
review board in Gulu, Uganda. There is not space to discuss the many ethics issues that
the research raised, including security of data storage, dealing with unanticipated findings,
minimisation of risks to research participants and fair benefit sharing (see Clark 2022). It is
important to highlight, however, that most of the aforementioned in-country organisations
were involved in the project for its entire duration, which created pathways to providing
participants with follow-up support where required. In some cases, moreover, participants
were referred on to more specialist services (e.g., for medical treatment).
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Interviews were fully transcribed and professionally translated, and the transcripts
were uploaded (with an Excel spreadsheet containing the quantitative data) into NVivo. The
author developed the coding book over a period of approximately 12 months, iteratively
revising it as the coding process progressed, and used thematic analysis to identify and
establish the core themes (for a detailed discussion of the coding and data analysis process,
see Clark 2022).

The interview guide did not include any questions about PTG. Some interviewees,
however, spoke about growth, whether directly or more indirectly. For example, one of the
Colombian interviewees—a mixed race (Mestizo) woman born in 1983—likened herself
to a caterpillar. Elaborating further, she explained: “the caterpillar goes through so many
changes and those changes must hurt. . .In order to become the beautiful butterfly, it has to
go through a painful preparation. Right? So, that’s what I had to go through” (interview, 5
March 2019). This is significant because a caterpillar’s transformation into a butterfly is
quintessentially a process of growth (Gotthard 2008, p. 229), even though the interviewee
herself did not explicitly use the term.

It is noteworthy that this woman had a high ARM score (128 out of 140; quartile
4), indicating that she had considerable protective resources within her social ecology
(which her interview corroborated) to support resilience. Looking at the dataset as a
whole, however, the larger point is that interviewees who spoke about growth, explicitly
or implicitly, had wide-ranging ARM scores, as the next section will show. This diversity
within a medium-sized qualitative sample is not sufficient to challenge the idea that
“persons who are resilient may experience less posttraumatic growth. . .since they are less
likely to struggle with the psychological consequences of trauma” (Tedeschi 2011, p. 138).
Yet, the fact that some of the interviewees with high ARM scores provided examples
of growth lends weight to the article’s argument that social-ecological resources and
connectivities are highly relevant to both resilience and PTG.

5. Some Contextual Reflections on the Interview Data and the Idea of Growth

From this point on, the article focuses squarely on the interview data. This section
offers some contextual reflections on PTG and uses examples from each country to accentu-
ate social-ecological dimensions of growth. The final section examines in greater depth and
detail the crucial role of social ecologies—and interviewees’ interactions and connectivities
with their social ecologies—in helping to foster and support growth.

Cobb et al. (2006, p. 901) have stressed the importance of including socio-cultural
elements in investigations of growth (see also Weiss and Berger 2010). Supporting this,
the thematic of growth varied substantially across the three datasets (BiH, Colombia and
Uganda) in its salience. This can be linked to social-ecological variations not only in
resources and resource availability (participants in Uganda, for example, often had fewer
resources) but also in how individuals narrate their experiences (see, e.g., Jayawickreme
et al. 2021, p. 153) and express or manifest growth (see, e.g., Weiss and Berger 2010). Had
the research included questions about growth, the data would potentially have allowed
for some interesting comparative analyses of these differences. Yet, even without these
questions in the interview guide, there were examples of growth that emerged. The fact that
they did so most frequently in Colombia, however, was arguably linked to a skew within
that country’s dataset. Specifically, many of the Colombian (female) interviewees were
actively involved in women’s and/or victims’ associations, and several of them had taken
on social leadership roles. The growth that some of these women expressed, such as gaining
new skills and taking on new responsibilities, was inseparable from their relationships with
these associations. The associations, in turn, were crucial parts of the interviewees’ social
ecologies that told a larger story about the long history of women’s activism in Colombia
(Hernández Reyes 2019; Paarlberg-Kvam 2019).

It was the Bosnian interviewees, however, who most frequently articulated (in an
explicit sense) shattered assumptions (Janoff-Bulman 1992). BiH was one of the six re-
publics within the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY), and it was also the
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most multi-ethnic republic. Even as the SFRY disintegrated in 1991 and BiH’s future
became increasingly uncertain, few Bosnians could have imagined the violence (includ-
ing neighbour-on-neighbour violence) that ultimately followed (Lieberman 2006, p. 299).
Indeed, it was evident from the data that the Bosnian war (1992–95) had fundamentally
challenged interviewees’ “assumptive world” (Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004a, p. 7). Speaking
about war events in her town, for example, a Bosnian Croat interviewee, born in 1955 and
with an ARM score that put her in the second highest quartile, explained that “when we
stayed [she had decided to remain in her town rather than leave], I was guided by the
thought that I harmed no one, and no one would harm me”. Becoming visibly angry, she
continued:

Having someone, without being provoked, enter my . . . this intimate world,
intimate life of mine . . . I objected to my mother by saying: ‘You taught me one
thing, some standards of behaviour, and something totally different happened,
someone comes from the street and does things as they please.’ Really, from the
road, from the street. How can someone unknown come and . . . belittle me with
this act! (interview, 30 January 2019)

Another interviewee, a Bosniak woman who was born in 1958 and had a low (quar-
tile 1) ARM score, similarly expressed a sense of shattered assumptions when talking about
the behaviour of her own army—the army of BiH (ABiH)—when it entered her town in
1993. She had felt relieved and expected it to protect her, believing that this was an honest
and trustworthy army. Yet, she went on to describe how the ABiH had looted and stolen
food from her and her Bosniak neighbours and how this had deeply affected her. In her
words, “All my illusions, all some . . . Everything went down the drain, you know? Then I
became a person who no longer trusted anyone or anything” (interview, 29 January 2019).

There were elements of growth, to some extent, in both interviewees’ stories. Particu-
larly in the case of the second interviewee, however, whose story will be discussed further
in the final section, there was little indication that her experiences—despite her quartile 1
ARM score—had initiated what Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004a) refer to as “the cognitive
engagement that produces PTG” (p. 7). Again, wider social-ecological and contextual
factors are important for helping to explain this. Bosnian society remains deeply divided
(Piacentini 2019, p. 274), and this, combined with the continued instrumentalisation of the
conflict (Lai 2020, p. 182), means that there is little space for thinking about and discussing
crimes committed by one’s “own side”. The political environment, moreover, is such that
“citizens cultivate their relationships, views, and expectations within a context dominated
by the nationalist-driven, status quo-oriented elite social contract” (Belloni and Ramović
2020, p. 43). This contributes to restricting opportunities for individuals to rebuild shattered
assumptions, which might also partly explain why Bosnian interviewees articulated a large
number of unanswered questions (including “why me?”) about the war. The data also
suggested, however, that the persistence of shattered assumptions does not necessarily
exclude the possibilities for growth, and this is a relationship that future research on PTG
could usefully explore.

Something else that stood out from the interview data, partly linked to the previous
point about the political context in BiH, is that individuals’ social ecologies are not always
conducive to growth. Specifically, some of the interviewees expressed a sense of desired
growth that their environments (or parts of them) were frustrating, an interesting dialectic
that has not been discussed within extant scholarship on PTG. An Afro-Colombian intervie-
wee, for example, who was born in 1958 and whose answers to the ARM placed her in the
second highest quartile, stressed her wish to develop herself (and grow) through education.
In her words, “This is a woman who wants to move forward in her studies so that she
can do more in the leadership role9 she has taken on”. Yet, she also underscored that the
state structures and institutions that constituted an important part of her social ecology
were not giving her the support that she needed to transform her dreams into reality. As
she explained:
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I want to study because I’m here with the fact that I was a victim of sexual violence
and my dream is to become a lawyer to protect victims of sexual violence. That’s
my idea and nobody has ever asked me: ‘what are your dreams?’ And I would
say: ‘I want to study, that’s what I want’, but I don’t have the means and nobody
has talked to me about working out how I could study. (interview, 30 March 2019)

This woman’s community work had helped her to move forward with her life (a phrase
she used five times during the interview), and it was one of the ways that she expressed
resilience; she was forging new connectivities and relationships with various parts of
her social ecology (including with fellow victims-/survivors and institutions such as the
state-based Victims’ Unit). It was also a critical motivating factor in her aspiration to grow
academically and to make a difference, thereby demonstrating how resilience can provide
a springboard for growth and how social-ecological factors are deeply imbricated in both
processes.

A final point to underline is that social ecologies themselves can undergo transfor-
mation in ways that support growth. Some of the Ugandan interviews were especially
illustrative in this regard. Ugandan interviewees, the majority of whom were subsistence
farmers, frequently spoke about the stigma and verbal abuse that they had faced within
their communities—and sometimes also from family members or in-laws—because of
the sexual violence they had suffered (which had resulted in some of them becoming
infected with HIV). Many of these interviewees had also previously been abducted—in
some cases as children—and forcibly recruited into the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), a
rebel group formed in 1987 that committed many heinous acts of violence during the nearly
two decades that it was active in northern Uganda (UN Security Council 2016). These
interviewees’ association with the LRA, even if it was forced rather than volitional, had
further exposed them to verbal abuse, including claims that they were “rebels” who should
return to the bush. Such abuse often reflected, at least in part, community fears about
harmful cen spirits. Individuals abducted by the LRA were forced to witness and often to
perpetrate brutality and violence;and in Acholi culture, as Victor and Porter (2017) note, “A
person may provoke cen by perpetrating or witnessing a violent or otherwise bad death, by
desecrating a corpse, or. . .by stepping on or over exposed human remains” (p. 594).

Some of the interviewees, however, noted that stigma had lessened somewhat due to
the intervention of local leaders and non-governmental organisations. One of the Acholi
women, for example, who was born in 1988 and had a quartile 4 ARM score, maintained
that there had been some positive changes in her life. She reflected: “At least I feel free
among people in the community in as far as cimo tok [stigma; literally, “pointing at the back
of one’s head”] goes. At least cimo tok is reducing because people got relevant information
through sensitisation work” (interview, 20 March 2019). In other words, people in her
community, themselves victims of the war in northern Uganda, had effectively “grown”—
through engagement with resources within their social ecology—in their views about
returnees from the bush.

This growth within an important part of the interviewee’s social ecology, in turn,
helped to support her own growth. She recalled that after returning from the bush, a local
organisation had given her the opportunity to work with young people in the community.
The job involved speaking to youths about the risks of sexually transmitted infections,
but she soon found out that people were whispering behind her back on account of her
HIV status. She decided, therefore, that she was not the right person to undertake this
work; “Only bad things were entering my head”. As community attitudes softened and
matured, however, she started to get a different perspective, including with respect to
her own abilities. In her words, “Nowadays I feel I am useful”, and she evidenced this
by underlining “the many good, big things I am doing for my life”, such as studying
handiwork to help pay for her two children’s school fees. This example lends important
weight to Kirkner and Ullman’s (2020) argument that “[f]uture research should focus
on disentangling the links between individual and community variables affecting PTG”
(p. 2000).
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6. Growth, Connectivity and Positive Social-Ecological Interactions

In the field of ecology, connectivity is broadly understood as “a measure of easiness of
movement” (Kindlmann and Burel 2008, p. 881). For example, higher levels of structural
connectivity within a landscape facilitate movement between patches and habitats, and
ease of movement has a critical impact on how species deal with major shocks and stressors,
such as forest fires, drought and floods (Krosby et al. 2010, p. 1686).

In this research, resilience was strongly associated with movement in the sense of mov-
ing forward and getting on with life, through interactions with one’s social ecology. One of
the ways that interviewees were rebuilding their lives and moving forward, for example,
was through creating and developing new connectivities with different parts of their social
ecologies. In some cases, moreover, the forging of these new connectivities also illustrated
growth, as a process of expansion (rather than simply movement) in new directions.

Readers will recall from the previous section that the Bosniak interviewee who talked
about feeling betrayed by her own army (the ABiH) had a low ARM score. This made
sense; the ARM measures an individual’s protective resources, and this particular woman
had few resources within her social ecology. She was a widow, she did not have children,
she had no family except a brother and his infirm wifeand she rarely socialised. What her
ARM score could not capture, however, was the fact that she was actively building new
connectivities, through the work that she had chosen to undertake with older adults in her
community. Although this was initially just a way of earning some much-needed money, it
quickly became something far more meaningful. As the interviewee explained, “I started
working like this, for these old people. Then you feel that you are needed by someone,
you know . . . I push myself to be able to help an old guy who can’t wait for me to show
up at his doorstep. This keeps me going” (interview, 29 January 2019). The work, in other
words, was helping her to move forward, but it had also helped her to grow. Not only was
she giving something back to the community, but she insisted that “they made me a better
person, these old people . . . [E]very new person has refined me a bit, you know”.

It is significant, to reiterate an earlier point, that this interviewee’s shattered assump-
tions remained intact. Speaking not only about the behaviour of the ABiH but also about
the sexual violence (rape) that she had suffered in the Bosnian war, she underlined vis-à-vis
the latter that “It kills in you all that was before, what you believed in, what you believed
was valuable”. The growth that she demonstrated, thus, seemingly had little to do with
“rumination” or “cognitive processing” (Tedeschi et al. 2007, p. 398). It was more a relational
process of “action growth” (Hobfoll et al. 2007, p. 356).

Turning to Colombia, one of the mixed-race interviewees was born in 1974 and had an
ARM score that placed her in quartile 1. This was a surprising result because in contrast to
the previous interviewee, she had various resources in her life that she was able to draw
upon, including her faith, her smallholding and her children. During the interview, this
woman used the word “strength” a total of 11 times, linking it to factors including her
ethnic roots and her role as a mother. She also insisted that she had “become stronger” as a
result of what she had gone through (including her own experience of rape, the rape of
her daughter and the murder of her husband). The examples that she gave to support this,
moreover, suggested that such growth was more “constructive” than “illusory” (Maercker
and Zoellner 2004, p. 43). First, there was growth in respect of how she was dealing with
everything that had happened. She explained that for a long time, she had not been able
to speak about her experiences, particularly the CRSV that she endured. “I didn’t want
to touch it”, she insisted. Her involvement with several victims’ associations, however,
had changed this and, relatedly, her broader perspective on what she had gone through.
She reflected:

I like . . . coming to places like this. I’ve learned a great deal and gained skills.
It’s where I get strength. It’s where I’ve learned to cope with the pain; sharing
with other people has let me see that it wasn’t just me who suffered these things.
Before I always felt it was me alone, you see. (interview, 4 February 2019)
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Second, there was growth in the sense of her relationship with the community. For
a while, she had withdrawn and “abandoned” it. Now, however, she had started afresh;
“I’ve started again with my life in the community”. An important driving factor in this
regard was her desire to help other women in the community and to support them—and
she had succeeded in her goal of setting up her own association. As she explained, “I use
my experience to help other women”. The skills that she had gained through attending
workshops organised by other women’s and victims’ associations had been crucial. These
skills, and her new knowledge fostered through social interactions, had led her to the
realisation that “right, I have to take control”.

In her research with 44 female survivors of sexual violence, Draucker (2001) found
that “Despite having no illusions of a benevolent world, many of the women in the study
described making sure that something good came out of the violence they experienced by
engaging in activities to create some positive outcome” (p. 77). This idea was also very
prominent within the Colombian data (although this likely reflected, at least in part, the
previously noted skew within this dataset), and one of the interviewees—an Indigenous
woman in her early 60s with a quartile 4 ARM score—expressed this explicitly. In her
words, “For me, it [her experience of CRSV] has become something good—not because
of what was done to me, but rather because of what I’m doing with it now” (interview, 6
March 2019).

What stands out from these examples is that the growth interviewees had experienced
was something much broader than just positive psychological change. It was growth that
had developed with the support of, and through interactions with, their social ecologiesand
rather than simply being self-reported, it often practically manifested in interviewees’
relationships with these social ecologies. Although relationships with others are one of
the five factors in Tedeschi and Calhoun’s (1996) PTGI, this article goes beyond this by
maintaining that PTG is intrinsically a relational concept that cannot be fully understood or
analysed in isolation from individuals’ social-ecological environments.

It is essential to acknowledge that this discussion about PTG has overlooked male
interviewees. Indeed, one of the limitations of the research was the small number of male
participants. Only 27 of the 449 individuals who completed a study questionnaire were
men, and this meant that men were also under-represented in the qualitative part of the
research (11 of the 63 interviewees were men). While any research with victims-/survivors
of CRSV necessarily presents challenges due to the sensitivity of the topic, the above figures
highlight that establishing contact with and gaining access to male victims-/survivors can
be especially challenging. At the international policy level, these men have often been
overlooked (see, e.g., Dolan 2014, p. 83), and even though this is starting to change, Schulz
(2018, p. 587) underlines that “Gender-sensitive support services for male survivors of
sexual violence remain elusive, especially in societies affected by conflict”. One of the
consequences is that some men are very reluctant to self-identify as victims-/survivors
of CRSV (Gorris 2015, p. 415). Going forward, therefore, investigation of the relationship
between gender and PTG in the context of CRSV would be an important topic for future
research. Indeed, some research on PTG has already found that there are gender differences
in self-reported growth (see, e.g., Liu et al. 2020; Vishnevsky et al. 2010).

7. Conclusions and Wider Implications

Discussions about PTG (and, relatedly, resilience) in the context of CRSV are rare. The
significance of this article is that it makes a highly original contribution to scholarship on
PTG and to existing literature on sexual violence in conflict. It has not, however, sought
in any way to suggest that those who suffer such violence (which often co-occurs with
other forms of violence) should experience growth. Traumatic events are fundamentally
non-normative, meaning that there is necessarily enormous diversity and variation in how
individuals react to and deal with them (Weststrate et al. 2022, p. 706). This is precisely one
of the reasons for looking at PTG. As Cole and Lynn (2010) argue in their work on sexual
assault, “by examining the complete spectrum of posttraumatic reactions that survivors
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experience, a richer and more comprehensive understanding of the manifold ways in which
people are affected by trauma may be attained” (p. 119).

Existing empirical research on PTG is predominantly quantitative and relies on self-
report measures, such as the PTGI. This article, in contrast, and as a further aspect of its
novelty, draws on a research study—and specifically on rich qualitative data—that did not
ask any questions about growth. This is important because as Park and Lechner (2014) note,
when study participants “provide their information without being prompted by specific
items, researchers can be relatively certain that the growth responses that are given are
meaningful and relevant to the participant” (pp. 49–50). Leaving space for the thematic
of growth to emerge (whether directly or more indirectly) organically, in short, can help
to avoid some of the issues that arise with self-report measures, including “when and for
whom self-reported growth is real” (Frazier and Kaler 2006, p. 868).

In addition to its empirical contribution to extant scholarship, this research has also
offered something new conceptually. Maintaining that the common framing of PTG as
positive psychological change is too narrow, it has proposed a broader and more rela-
tional social-ecological framing to accentuate the crucial role that environments—and the
resources within those environments—play in supporting and facilitating growth and in
shaping its expression. In so doing, it has highlighted important synergies between PTG
and resilience (which is not to detract from the differences between the two concepts).
While PTG scholarship most frequently discusses resilience as a process of “bouncing
back,” this is a reductionist conceptualisation that neglects some of the major developments
that have taken place within resilience research. A particularly significant development
is the growing shift from person-centred approaches to resilience to more contextual and
multi-layered explanations “that also account for the social and ecological systems and
associated resources that are important to human resilience” (Theron et al. 2021, p. 361).

Thinking in more social-ecological ways about PTG—which can further reduce the re-
liance on self-report measures—has wider practical implications. Viewing PTG as positive
psychological change encourages interventions focused on individuals. The framing that
this article has proposed, in contrast, calls for interventions that also give attention to indi-
viduals’ social ecologies and social-ecological relationships (see Liebenberg 2020, p. 1373)
and ultimately seek to invest in them. To reiterate, this is not about making normative
judgements about PTG or resilience. It is about developing interventions that recognise
that we are all, as individuals, “embedded within larger social systems” (Golden and Earp
2012, p. 364).
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Notes
1 This article uses the term “victims-/survivors” to respect and acknowledge the fact that individuals who have experienced CRSV

may identify with one term more than the other, or indeed with both. The interviews on which this article draws support this.
When citing other scholars’ work, however, the article uses the terminology that they themselves use.

2 On the relationship between PTG and trauma, research has yielded mixed results (see, e.g., Aafjes-van Doorn et al. 2022, p. 170;
Saltzman et al. 2018, pp. 419–20). Cole and Lynn (2010), however, point out that “The accumulation of studies that have failed to
find support for PTG as a protective factor against adverse post-trauma reactions would seem to suggest that any effect that may
exist is unlikely to be robust in nature” (p. 121).

3 Janoff-Bulman (1992) argues that when individuals experience trauma, their conceptual system is overturned, and “The very
assumptions that had provided psychological coherence and stability in a complex world are the very assumptions that are
shattered” (p. 64).

4 For a particularly rich analysis of the relationship between PTG and culture, see Kashyap and Hussain (2018). These authors also
express concerns about “the lack of research on this construct [PTG] from an emic perspective and an overreliance on research
literature from a Western viewpoint” (Kashyap and Hussain 2018, p. 63).

5 Related to the significance of culture, it should be noted that there is now an expanded version of the PTGI (the PTGI-X). One of
the factors in the original PTGI was spiritual change (SC), which consisted of two items. To enable a broader assessment of the
relationship between SC and PTG in different cultural contexts, Tedeschi et al. (2017) developed additional items “that represent
a diversity of perspectives on spiritual–existential experiences” (p. 12). The result is an expanded SC factor that is now called
spiritual-existential change (SEC), with four new items.

6 Frazier et al.’s (2001) research, however, which focused on 171 female sexual assault survivors, found that “even if positive
changes are more perception than reality, they nonetheless are associated with less distress and can also be considered as
important outcomes in and of themselves” (p. 1055).

7 Similarly, actions—such as volunteering—have been shown to facilitate and foster growth (see, e.g., Anderson et al. 2016,
pp. 248–49).

8 These organisations included the Centre for Democracy and Transitional Justice and Snaga Žene in BiH, Profamilia and Ruta Pacifica
de las Mujeres in Colombia, and Facilitation for Peace and Development (FAPAD) and the Justice and Reconciliation Project (JRP)
in Uganda.

9 The interviewee was the regional coordinator of a women’s organisation.
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