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A Dialectical Model of Posttraumatic
Growth: Focusing on the Longitudinal

Dynamics of Posttraumatic Stress and Growth

Kim Soohyun Chun, Woo Young
Dept. of Psychology, Chungnam National University

This study sought to conceptualize Posttraumatic Growth (PTG) as a dynamic, dialectical
process where distress and growth interact and evolve, moving beyond the simplistic
‘constructive’ versus ‘illusory’ growth debate. We analyzed longitudinal data from 228
individuals across three waves, approximately 32 months following the Hebei Spirit oil spill in
Taean. The findings empirically validated our proposed dialectical transition model of PTG.
Initially, we observed the ambivalence of growth in the early stages, where PTG correlated
positively with posttraumatic stress and negatively with subjective well-being. This suggests
PTG may function as a defensive mechanism to cope with distress. Second, coping styles
mediated this dialectical transition. While avoidant coping initially contributed to growth,
‘positive reinterpretation’ emerged as the primary driver moving growth toward constructive
maturity over time. Third, by 32 months post-trauma, the correlation between distress and
growth disappeared, and PTG significantly predicted subjective well-being. This indicates a
state of dialectical synthesis, where the traumatic experience is fully integrated into the
individual’s life narrative. This research is significant for providing longitudinal evidence that
PTG is not a static outcome but a dynamic transitional process achieved through an intense
struggle with distress. Moreover, it offers a theoretical basis for time-specific health
psychology interventions aimed at supporting the long-term adaptation of trauma survivors.

Keywords:  posttraumatic growth, posttraumatic Stress, dalectical model, longitudinal stuay,
cop-ing styles, ambivalence
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