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Abstract

Post-traumatic growth (PTG) embodies the profound potential for positive psychological transformations 
following trauma and adverse experiences. This article explores the application of PTG within addiction 
recovery, positing addiction as a traumatic event frequently rooted in past traumas. Individuals navigating 
recovery may undergo substantial changes in several critical areas of PTG, including increased personal 
resilience, a heightened appreciation of life, significant spiritual development, deeper connections with 
others, and the courage to embrace new possibilities. The journey towards these five domains of PTG 
in the aftermath of trauma is rarely linear, yet the capacity for substantial growth and positive evolution 
persists as a fundamental component of PTG. Through the adoption of new interests, skill development, 
and the rediscovery of purpose, those in recovery can construct a rewarding and meaningful existence 
beyond the confines of trauma and addiction. This analysis underscores the transformative potential of 
PTG to not only facilitate recovery but also to empower individuals on their journey of recovery. TThis 
examination also considers the role of therapeutic interventions like Narrative Exposure Therapy (NET) 
in fostering PTG, highlighting the dynamic interplay between therapeutic techniques and recovery from 
trauma and addiction.

Introduction
Addiction is a complex and often chronic 

disease with devastating consequences for 
individuals, families, and communities 
[1]. Beyond the physical and social harms, 
addiction can be a deeply traumatic 
experience, frequently rooted in past 
traumas [2]. However, within this darkness 
lies a remarkable potential for positive 
transformation. This potential is captured by 
the concept of Post-Traumatic Growth (PTG), 
which describes the possibility for significant 
psychological growth following adversity 
[3]. It's important to distinguish PTG from 
resilience, which focuses on maintaining 
stability in the face of challenges, while 
PTG emphasizes the possibility for positive 
transformation [4]. Measuring PTG can also 
be challenging, as it's a subjective experience 
[5].

This article explores the intersection 
between PTG and recovery from trauma and 
addictions. Recent research suggests that PTG 
may not only be prevalent among individuals 
in recovery from trauma and addictions, but 
may also contribute to a more meaningful and 
resilient recovery process [6]. By examining 

key PTG domains, such as enhanced personal 
strength, renewed life appreciation, and 
spiritual growth, this article delves into the 
potential for positive psychological change 
within the context of clinical settings. 
Furthermore, the article acknowledges the 
complexities of addressing trauma in treatment, 
emphasizing the importance of trauma-
informed care that acknowledges the unique 
needs of each individual [7]. This exploration 
of PTG in addiction recovery sheds light on 
potential avenues for empowering individuals 
to discover meaning and growth on their 
journey of healing.

Addiction as a Traumatic Experience
The cycle of addiction can be a deeply 

traumatic experience, often a response to earlier 
trauma [8]. Research suggests that exposure 
to traumatic events can alter brain chemistry 
and functionality, making individuals more 
susceptible to addiction  [8]. For example, 
traumatic experiences trigger the release of 
stress hormones like cortisol, which can have 
lasting effects on the hippocampus, a brain 
region crucial for memory and learning [9]. This 
can impair an individual's ability to regulate 
emotions and make healthy choices, increasing 
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vulnerability to addictive behaviors [9]. Furthermore, trauma 
can disrupt the brain's reward system, particularly the dopamine 
pathway [10]. Dopamine is a neurotransmitter associated with 
pleasure and motivation. Traumatic experiences can lead to a 
heightened desire to seek out activities that stimulate dopamine 
release, such as drug use, as a way to cope with negative 
emotions [10]. Lastly, addiction can also be viewed as a form 
of learned behavior [11]. Traumatic experiences can lead to 
the development of maladaptive coping mechanisms, such as 
substance abuse, to manage emotional distress. Over time, these 
behaviors become ingrained, making them difficult to break 
[11].
Definition and Conceptualization of Post-Traumatic 
Growth

Traditionally, the focus in psychology has been on 
understanding and treating the negative consequences of 
trauma, such as mental illness and disorders [12,13]. However, 
in recent decades, a growing number of researchers have 
explored the possibility of positive psychological change 
following trauma [14-16]. Pioneering work in this area includes 
psychologists Richard Lazarus' work on stress and coping [14], 
Michael Lenz's research on meaning-making after trauma [15], 
and Christopher Peterson and Martin Seligman's contributions 
to positive psychology [16]. This foundational work has paved 
the way for the development of the post-traumatic growth 
(PTG) concept, coined by psychologists Richard Tedeschi and 
Lawrence Calhoun in the 1990s [3].

According to Tedeschi and Calhoun [3], PTG goes beyond 
simply bouncing back from adversity. It signifies a remarkable 
potential for significant psychological growth that can occur 
in the aftermath of a deeply challenging experience. Tedeschi 
and Calhoun's PTG concept signifies a remarkable potential 
for positive psychological change following adversity. It's 
not simply the absence of negative consequences but rather a 
process of transformation that leads to significant psychological 
growth in key domains ( [3]. Furthermore, research on addiction 
recovery has increasingly focused on factors promoting positive 
psychological change [17]. Tedeschi and Calhoun's concept 
of PTG offers a promising framework for understanding this 
process in an addictions recovery setting [3]:

1.	 Personal Strength: This domain reflects an increased 
sense of self-confidence, resilience, and competence 
developed after facing the challenges of addiction [3]. 
Recovery from addiction is a demanding and ongoing 
journey, requiring immense strength to overcome 
cravings, manage triggers, and navigate the challenges 
of rebuilding a life [1,18]. This necessitates a strong 
sense of self-efficacy - which is the belief in one's ability 
to manage challenges and achieve desired outcomes 
[19]. Individuals in recovery often report a newfound 
sense of self-belief and a greater capacity to navigate 
these challenges [6]. Research by Sniehotta, et al. [20] 
reinforces this notion. Their study with individuals in 
treatment for substance abuse found a significant positive 
correlation between self-efficacy and both treatment 
completion and abstinence rates  [20]. Building self-
efficacy becomes a crucial component of successful 
interventions, empowering individuals to believe in their 
ability to overcome addiction ( [20]. Interventions that 
promote self-efficacy can incorporate techniques like 
goal setting, mastery experiences, and social support 
[19]. 

2.	 Life Appreciation: The experience of addiction can be 
isolating and devoid of meaning [18]. However, within 
the context of PTG, individuals in recovery may develop 
a heightened appreciation for life itself [3]. This domain 
encompasses a deeper sense of gratitude for the present 
moment, a renewed sense of purpose, and a newfound 
appreciation for the simple joys of life [3]. Building a 
fulfilling life beyond addiction can lead to a newfound 
appreciation for simple things that may have been taken 
for granted before. This can include appreciating nature, 
spending quality time with loved ones, or simply enjoying 
a healthy meal [21]. In recovery, cultivating gratitude can 
also lead to a shift in focus from the negativity associated 
with addiction to a deeper appreciation for the present 
moment [3]. Further research by Nock, et al. [22] suggests 
that gratitude interventions can be effective in reducing 
depression symptoms, which are often co-occurring with 
addiction. By fostering gratitude, individuals in recovery 
can learn to appreciate the positive aspects of their lives, 
even during challenging moments [22]. 

3.	 Spiritual Change: The concept of spiritual change 
within PTG goes beyond traditional religious beliefs. It 
contains a broader sense of meaning, encompassing a 
deeper connection to oneself, others, and, potentially, a 
higher power [3]. Addiction can be a profoundly isolating 
experience characterized by disconnection from oneself, 
loved ones, and a sense of purpose [6]. Recovery, however, 
offers an opportunity to rebuild these connections and 
cultivate a sense of spiritual well-being. Many addiction 
recovery programs, particularly those based on a 12-Step 
model of recovery, emphasize the importance of a higher 
power. This concept is not necessarily synonymous 
with a specific religion but rather a force for good that 
is greater than oneself [23]. Research suggests that 
incorporating a higher power into one's recovery journey 
can be a powerful tool for positive change. For instance, 
McClain, et al. conducted a study examining the role of 
spirituality in Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) [24]. Their 
findings suggest that individuals who identified with a 
higher power in AA reported greater feelings of hope, 
acceptance, and a stronger sense of purpose [24]. PTG 
also acknowledges that spiritual change can occur outside 
of traditional religious beliefs. This broader perspective 
allows individuals to find meaning and connection 
through various avenues, such as a deep connection to 
nature, a commitment to social justice, or a sense of 
belonging to a supportive community [3].

4.	 Relating to Others: This domain highlights an 
improved ability to connect with and trust others. PTG 
is characterized by an enhanced capacity for relating to 
others. Individuals in recovery often experience a deeper 
sense of empathy, compassion and a stronger social 
support network [3]. This network can include supportive 
family and friends, 12-step or therapy groups, mentorship 
programs, and addiction treatment professionals. These 
connections can provide empathy, compassion, and a 
sense of belonging, all crucial for healing and growth 
[25]. This emphasis on social connection aligns with 
Ducel’s work [17], which highlights the importance of a 
supportive environment in fostering PTG. Strong social 
connections provide a sense of belonging, understanding, 
and encouragement – all essential for building trust 
and improving one's ability to relate to others [26].  
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Furthermore, Ogilvie and Carson's work on integrating 
PTG theory with addiction recovery models highlights 
the potential for fostering a sense of connection to a 
supportive community [25]. This sense of belonging 
can provide a foundation for meaning-making and 
growth beyond addiction [25]. By sharing their stories, 
individuals can build trust with others and may overcome 
feelings of isolation that are common in active addiction. 
This aligns not only with traditional support groups like 
12-step programs  [27] but also with other treatment 
modalities that emphasize peer support and community 
building [25]. These supportive environments can 
provide a safe space for individuals to connect, fostering 
a sense of belonging and shared experience that can be 
crucial for long-term recovery [20].

5.	 New Possibilities: This domain focuses on the 
development of new life goals and aspirations. Addiction 
can be all-consuming, leaving little room for personal 
exploration [28]. Recovery, however, opens doors to 
possibilities that may have seemed out of reach while 
actively using substances or engaging with process 
addictions. Individuals in recovery embark on a 
journey of self-discovery, uncovering potential talents, 
developing new interests, and even charting entirely new 
paths in life [20]. Research by Haroosh and Freedman on 
"addiction-related growth" exemplifies this phenomenon. 
Their study found that former substance users in recovery 
programs reported significant positive life changes [28]. 
Participants described a newfound sense of meaning and 
purpose, a deeper spiritual connection, and the cultivation 
of new skills and interests [28]. These findings highlight 
that recovery is not simply about returning to one's 
pre-addiction state, but rather a catalyst for positive 
transformation and the discovery of new aspects of 
oneself.

Facilitating Post-Traumatic Growth in Clinical Settings

The exploration of methods to promote PTG in clients 
has become an area of research in trauma treatment. The 
Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI) was developed by 
Tedeschi, Calhoun, and Canniff [29] as a tool for assessing PTG 
in clinical settings. The PTGI is a questionnaire that does not ask 
questions directly, but rather uses statements that participants 
rate on a scale to gauge their level of agreement. For example: 

•	 “I have a greater sense of meaning in life as a result of 
what has happened." (New Possibilities)

•	 "My relationships with those close to me have become 
stronger."  (Relating to Others)

•	 "I have a deeper appreciation for the beauty of everyday 
life."   (Appreciation of Life)	 [29]

There are two main versions of the PTGI - a 21-item 
version and a 10-item short form (PTGI-SF), which offers a 
standardized method for evaluating the presence and degree of 
PTG within five key domains discussed in the above section  
[29]. The PTGI's strength lies in its ability to complement 
more traditional post-traumatic stress assessments and explore 
positive psychological change following a traumatic experience 
[30]. This allows clinicians to tailor interventions specifically 
towards fostering PTG and track progress over time. However, 
therapists must remain sensitive to the individual needs of each 
client, acknowledging that PTG is not a universal outcome of 
trauma [31]. 

Therapeutic Approaches for Supporting Post-Traumatic 
Growth

Therapeutic approaches like Narrative Exposure Therapy 
(NET) could hold promise in supporting PTG in individuals 
struggling with addiction. A study by Lee, et al. investigated 
the impact of NET on trauma-exposed individuals with alcohol 
use disorders [32]. The study involved participants who had 
experienced trauma alongside their alcohol use disorders. 
Participants were randomly assigned to either receive NET or 
treatment as usual (TAU) [32]. Following the intervention, the 
researchers assessed changes in both PTSD symptoms and PTG. 
The results of the study were encouraging. Compared to the 
TAU group, participants who received NET showed significant 
reductions in PTSD symptoms [32]. This finding highlights 
NET's effectiveness in addressing the core psychological 
distress often associated with trauma [32]. More importantly, the 
study also found that participants who received NET exhibited 
significantly higher scores on measures of PTG compared to the 
TAU group [32]. 

However, despite its advantages, the PTGI has attracted some 
important critiques. Harvey et al., argue that an overemphasis 
on PTG within therapy can be insensitive to the immediate 
needs of clients still grappling with the emotional impact of the 
trauma. Focusing solely on growth can potentially minimize 
the validation and processing of the initial pain and grief 
associated with the event [18]. Additionally, Joseph and Ruzek, 
suggest that the PTGI's scope may be limited. The current five 
domains might not fully capture the complexities of PTG for all 
individuals. Factors such as cultural influences and the ongoing 
challenges faced by trauma survivors may not be adequately 
addressed by the current framework [31]. Future research is 
needed to explore additional methods for promoting PTG in 
diverse populations while acknowledging the limitations of a 
singular focus on growth within the therapeutic context.

Trauma-Informed Care, Recovery, and the Potential for 
Post-Traumatic Growth

Trauma-informed Care (TIC) is an essential framework for 
treating individuals struggling with addiction. Many people 
with process addictions and substance use disorders have 
experienced trauma in their lives, which can contribute to 
the development and maintenance of addiction [2]. A TIC 
approach acknowledges this link and emphasizes creating a 
safe and supportive environment where clients feel empowered 
to address their experiences [7]. Although Carl Jung did not 
directly focus on addiction, he offered valuable insights into the 
human need for connection in a supportive environment. His 
concept of the "collective unconscious" suggests that we are all 
innately connected through shared experiences and archetypes 
[34]. In the context of addiction recovery, this translates to a 
sense of shared struggle and the potential for healing through 
connection with others who understand [35]. 

Clinicians working within a TIC framework are uniquely 
positioned to facilitate PTG for clients in recovery. Techniques 
like narrative reframing and meaning-making in therapy can 
empower clients to integrate their past experiences into a 
positive and empowering recovery narrative [36]. This aligns 
with the core TIC principle of establishing safety and trust 
within the therapeutic relationship [7]. In this safe space, 
clinicians can utilize a strengths-based approach to identify and 
build upon a client's inherent strengths  [2]. Studies by LeVine 
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highlight the potential of narrative sharing in promoting PTG 
[37]. Group settings can provide a safe space for individuals to 
share their stories and receive validation from others [17]. This 
not only fosters a sense of self-efficacy but also validates the 
client's experiences, empowering them to explore the potential 
role of trauma in their addiction narrative by LeVine [37]. By 
creating a supportive environment, fostering empowerment, and 
focusing on strengths, clinicians can support individuals in their 
recovery journey, potentially leading to positive psychological 
growth [30].

The Power of Meaning-Making in Recovery from 
Trauma and Addiction

Meaning-making is a core therapeutic process that plays a 
crucial role in facilitating PTG in recovery from trauma [36]. It 
involves helping individuals develop a coherent narrative that 
integrates their trauma or addiction experiences into their overall 
life story [38]. For example, Longenecker, et al., investigated 
the impact of integrating meaning-making exercises into 
residential alcohol dependence treatment programs [39]. Their 
study involved 78 participants who were randomly assigned 
to either a standard treatment group or a treatment group that 
included meaning-making exercises in addition to the standard 
program [39]. The meaning-making exercises focused on 
helping participants explore their core values, identify areas 
of personal growth, and develop a more positive and coherent 
narrative about their addiction experiences [39]. These exercises 
involved activities like journaling, guided reflections, and group 
discussions [39]. The researchers assessed participants' self-
compassion and the coherence of their recovery narratives at 
the beginning and end of the program [39]. They found that 
participants in the meaning-making group showed a significant 
increase in self-compassion compared to the standard treatment 
group [39]. Additionally, their recovery narratives became more 
coherent, demonstrating a stronger sense of purpose and growth 
throughout their recovery journey [39].

Another example is from Sells, et al., who conducted a 
review of existing research on the role of meaning-making in 
relapse prevention for addiction. Their review analyzed various 
studies that explored how individuals with substance use 
disorders make sense of their addiction experiences and how 
this process impacts their recovery journey [40]. The review 
found consistent evidence that individuals who actively sought 
meaning in their recovery experiences were less likely to relapse 
[38]. This suggests that finding a sense of purpose and growth 
related to their addiction can empower individuals to maintain 
their sobriety. Overall, this research [39] and the review by 
Sells, et al. underscores the importance of meaning-making as a 
protective factor against relapse in recovery from addiction. By 
supporting individuals in finding meaning in their experiences, 
therapists can help individuals build a stronger foundation for 
sustained recovery [40].

Challenges and Considerations of Post-Traumatic 
Growth in Addiction Treatment Models

While the potential for PTG in addiction recovery holds 
promise, it's crucial to acknowledge some key challenges and 
considerations. Relapse rates for substance use disorders remain 
high, with the National Institute on Drug Abuse estimating 
that 40-60% of individuals relapse within a year of treatment 
[1]. This highlights the ongoing struggles faced by many in 
recovery and focusing solely on PTG should not overshadow 

the importance of addressing these challenges. As argued in an 
earlier section, overemphasis on growth can be insensitive to 
the immediate needs of clients still grappling with the emotional 
impact of trauma or addiction [18]. However, there is also a 
significant limitation of current research, with a focus on short-
term outcomes rather than exploring the growth of individuals 
with five years or more in recovery. 

Furthermore, the concept of PTG may not translate universally 
across cultures. Individualistic cultures may emphasize personal 
growth more readily than collectivistic cultures, where the focus 
might be on the well-being of the family or community [41]. 
For example, Srivastava & Malinen examined the potential 
cultural bias of the PTGI, as the primary measure used to assess 
PTG. They argue that the PTGI's focus on individual growth 
and positive reframing of traumatic experiences might be biased 
towards Western cultural values [42]. This bias could limit the 
tool's applicability in cultures with different perspectives on 
suffering, coping mechanisms, and the role of the individual 
within the community [42]. Clinicians should be mindful of 
these cultural influences when facilitating PTG in addiction 
treatment. Further studies investigating the effectiveness of 
PTG interventions in diverse populations and exploring cultural 
considerations would be valuable additions to the field ( [41]. 
Additionally, longitudinal studies following individuals in long-
term recovery could provide deeper insights into the sustained 
impact of PTG on their lives.

Conclusion
The exploration of PTG in recovery from trauma and 

addiction opens exciting possibilities for understanding 
and supporting individuals on their journey to healing. This 
article has highlighted the potential of PTG to foster positive 
psychological change for individuals in recovery. By creating 
a safe and supportive environment, fostering empowerment, 
and focusing on strengths, clinicians can play a crucial role in 
facilitating PTG within a trauma-informed care framework. 
Integrating PTG principles into existing therapeutic models 
holds promise for enriching addiction treatment programs. 
Clinicians can utilize techniques like narrative reframing 
and meaning-making therapy to help clients explore positive 
aspects of their recovery journey. In conclusion, PTG offers a 
valuable lens for understanding the potential for positive growth 
within the context of recovery from trauma and addiction. 
By acknowledging the complexities of this process, while 
remaining committed to evidence-based practices, the addiction 
treatment field can continue to evolve and empower individuals 
on their path to long-term healing and well-being..
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