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Losing a limb, death, divorce, or losing
the farm or ranch shapes the lives

of ranchers and farmers in long and lasting
ways. Much of the study of people’s adap-
tation to traumatic events focuses on pain
and suffering. But in the aftermath of ad-
versity, people often show tenacity and re-
silience, eventually exhibiting personal
growth. Major life crises can be catalysts for
personal growth and coping.1 Why do life
crises lead to greater self-reliance, confi-
dence, and effective coping in some people
and yet shatter the lives of others?

The nature of tragediesThe nature of tragediesThe nature of tragediesThe nature of tragediesThe nature of tragedies

Whether called tragedy, trauma, or  cri-
sis, these types of occurrences place indi-
viduals at risk for significant psychological
upheaval. The word “trauma” indicates a
shocking event. When events occur sud-
denly and unexpectedly, they are more likely
to create trauma. Even though events that
happen gradually and are not expected to
be highly stressful can be; it is harder to
adapt under difficult circumstances when
there is insufficient time to prepare psycho-
logically.2

A perceived lack of control over an event
also causes trauma.3 Many of the tragedies
we face are not under our control. The im-
possibility of controlling events, such as the
death of a loved one, a natural disaster, or a
car wreck, leads to a feeling of powerless-
ness and challenges us psychologically.

Events that are out of the ordinary are
more difficult to cope with.4 These events
occur suddenly and, again, leave people
sensing a lack of control. But trauma also
occurs because previous experiences in han-
dling stress may not work with unfamiliar
events.

Another characteristic of traumatic
events is the degree to which they create long-
lasting problems.5 Many of the minor prob-
lems of agriculture are reversible. If you
lose an animal, it can be replaced. If you
argue with your spouse, you can make up.
But if you lose an arm in a power  take-off,
the results may be irreversible. Life circum-
stances that cause long-term impacts will
lead to greater psychological distress.
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Finally, a quality that often increases
the likelihood of an event becoming trau-
matic is blame. People who blame  others
for their conditions are more likely to expe-
rience psychological distress because blam-
ing others can be a sign of feeling helpless
over a circumstance.6

Effects of tragedy on the individualEffects of tragedy on the individualEffects of tragedy on the individualEffects of tragedy on the individualEffects of tragedy on the individual

Not everyone will experience trauma
following a tragedy; however, many people
experience certain standard responses.

Effects on thinking. When the tragedy
is sudden, initial reactions of shock, disbe-
lief, and numbness are common. For many,
thoughts of the tragic event consume their
thinking. It is common for visions of the
tragedy to constantly “pop into the mind”
of the survivor.

Another effect on thinking can be a
loss of self-confidence. Being exposed to
negative events can decrease one’s self-
confidence; especially in the first days fol-
lowing the tragedy.

Perhaps the most significant way in
which thoughts are affected is in the
struggle to understand why the tragedy
occurred.7 The survivor may ask, “Why did

this happen?” or “What is the pur-
pose of this tragedy in my life?”
Resilient survivors answer these
questions in ways that produce
positive meaning.8

Effects on emotions. For per-
sons exposed to a tragic event, fear
and anxiety are the major emo-
tional responses. Tornado survivors may
become overly anxious whenever the sky
becomes cloudy. Depression is also a com-
mon response, especially if the tragedy in-
volves a loss. Guilt is another common re-
sponse. “Survivor guilt” is a response of
people who have survived a catastrophe
that others have not.9

Anger is a common emotion for those
experiencing a tragedy and it can be di-
rected toward those believed to have
caused the tragedy. For example, a rancher
who is foreclosed may return to a lending
institution with violent intent.

Effects on behavior. When individuals
face difficult situations, increase in drug use
may occur. People may use or misuse pre-
scription drugs (to combat depression for
example) or increase alcohol consumption
as a coping strategy. Although increased
drug use is not necessarily negative (as in
prescriptive medication), it has an impact
on behavior.

Many times, individuals facing tragedies
withdraw from others. They also may be
hard to be around, which exacerbates the
withdrawal.

Some people respond to tragic events
with aggressive behavior. Adding alcohol or
other drugs to the mix can lead to violence,
abuse, or other destructive behavior. In-
crease in verbal and physical violence is



sometimes a reaction to a
tragic event.

Victims of tragedies
may report physical ailments such as stom-
ach problems and headaches, trouble
breathing, increased nervousness, fatigue,
and other ailments.10

Effects on worldview. People live life
with basic assumptions. These assumptions
provide the means of making sense of the
world and providing the confidence to un-
dertake life’s challenges. These assumptions
also provide a sense of safety, security, and
protection. Traumatic events shatter these
assumptions.

Nothing seems to be as the survivor
had thought; the inner world is in turmoil.
Suddenly the self- and worldviews that
were taken for granted are unreliable. No
longer can it be assumed that the world is a
good place. What happens next may not
make sense. The very nature of the world
and self has changed.11

Traits of survivorsTraits of survivorsTraits of survivorsTraits of survivorsTraits of survivors

For many individuals, the ability to
cope successfully with tragedies is devel-
oped early in life. Emmy Werner and Ruth
Smith studied high-risk youth over a 40-
year period and found three clusters of pro-
tective factors that differentiated resilient
youth from youth who developed severe
problems in adolescence and adulthood.
According to Werner and Smith, resilient
youth have:

1) Average intelligence and an enthusias-
tic and easy-going temperament that leads
to positive interactions with family and
strangers

2) Ties of affection with others, such as
grandparents, caregivers, and siblings, that
encourage trust, autonomy, and initiative

3) Support systems (church, youth
groups, school) that encourage compe-
tence and provide positive recognition12

Researchers also have identified other
traits in resilient children that include hav-
ing a strong sense of personal control and
taking responsibility for one’s own actions.
Resilient children are reflective rather than
impulsive. They show creative thinking, are
emotionally under control, and feel good
about themselves.13

Likewise, adults who must cope with
adversity and tragedy benefit from the use
of the following characteristics:

Internal locus of control. People with
an internal locus of control see themselves
as affecting the outcome of events rather
then attributing the outcome to others,
chance, or fate. They minimize self-blame.

Self-confidence. Survivors with self-
confidence are willing to tackle greater
challenges and exert greater effort than
those with limited self-confidence.

Optimism. Maintaining hope and ex-
pecting that good will come out of the
tragedy is characteristic of optimists. Opti-
mistic people use strategies
that are active and problem-
focused.

Hardiness. Hardiness
consists of tendencies toward
commitment, control, and
challenge. Hardy personali-
ties are actively involved in
overcoming the tragedy, be-
lieving they can influence the
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outcome, and expect that the trag-
edy will result in personal growth.14

Search for positive meaning. Survi-
vors make the effort to understand
the tragedy with positive meaning—
why did it happen? What impact has
it had on my life? What does my life

mean now?15  They retreat to a neutral-
zone for time to reflect and heal.16

Flexibility. Survivors are able to adapt
and use a variety of responses in dealing
with the changing, chaotic, and unpredict-
able nature of tragedies.17

Employing these characteristics pro-
motes a willingness to overcome and learn
from a tragedy, while accepting what can-
not be changed and having the tenacity to
work toward changes that are possible.

From surviving to thrivingFrom surviving to thrivingFrom surviving to thrivingFrom surviving to thrivingFrom surviving to thriving

My husband’s death taught me
that I had strengths I was unaware
of. With widowhood came the surfac-
ing of an inner self I had never ex-
plored before. I’ve done more with my
life than I otherwise might have, be-
cause change and growth were thrust
upon me. I’ve learned, though it took
a few years, that pain is a natural
part of living. When I let go of my
demands for how I thought my world
should be, I found one of the greatest
gifts of all. I found myself.18

People who face tragedies with the
spirit of a survivor often report posttrau-
matic growth in changes in relationships
with others, changes in the sense of self,
and changes in their philosophy of life.19

Change in relationshipsChange in relationshipsChange in relationshipsChange in relationshipsChange in relationships

A tragedy, such as the death of a loved
one, can destroy a relationship. But many
survivors report that interpersonal relations
improve. In the aftermath of a tragic event,
many people feel an increased sense of vul-
nerability. This vulnerability leads the survi-
vor to reach to others for support. Success-
ful survivors do not attempt to “go it
alone.” They become connected to family,
friends, other survivors, and support net-
works. They put more effort into these
connections.

Because they are aware of their own
vulnerability, survivors also demonstrate
greater compassion for others. Out of this
compassion and connectedness in the after-
math of trauma, survivors often show an
urgency to help others. Surviving trauma
gifts the survivor with knowledge and the
need to share this knowledge with others
facing similar circumstances.

Change in sense of selfChange in sense of selfChange in sense of selfChange in sense of selfChange in sense of self

One of the most profound changes in
posttraumatic growth is moving from a
sense of “victim” to a “survivor.” Survivors
find inner strength, which leads to greater
self-reliance.  They begin to believe, “If I
survived this, I can handle anything.”20

Yet with this sense of reliance comes
the realization of mortality and fragility of
life. This sense of mortality that exists
alongside positive views of self may prompt
positive changes in interpersonal relation-
ships, appreciation for life, and  personal
growth.21 Yet survivors also realize that in
order to experi-
ence personal
growth, they
must experience
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the pain of the tragedy. This
experience may take weeks,
months, or even years—it
should not be rushed.

Philosophy of lifePhilosophy of lifePhilosophy of lifePhilosophy of lifePhilosophy of life

Many individuals who have
experienced and survived
tragedy realize that life is
precious and that they have
been given a second

chance.They realize it is important to take
time to build relationships, appreciate each
day, and take life easier.

Spiritual development is also common
in survivors of tragedy. Some people use
their spiritual belief to understand the
tragic event, while others experience a re-
turn to their spirituality. Still others express
a religious conversion. Religious coping is
strongly related to posttraumatic growth.22

In summaryIn summaryIn summaryIn summaryIn summary

Not everyone who experiences tragedy
grows from it, and the level of growth var-
ies. Major crises can have negative conse-
quences for some people that will last a life-
time.

The coping task for survivors of trau-
matic life events is to rebuild basic assump-
tions in the aftermath of tragedy. This re-
building involves efforts to reestablish a co-
herent set of assumptions following the
shattering of the victim’s old assumptive
world. This may take weeks, months, or
even years. In the end, their inner world is
different from those who have not experi-
enced a tragic event. They recognize their
vulnerability and are less “Pollyannaish” in
their perceptions of the world and them-
selves; yet their self- and worldviews are of-
ten very positive.23

Many survivors develop the attitude,
“What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger,”
and they move from surviving to thriving.

AcknowledgementsAcknowledgementsAcknowledgementsAcknowledgementsAcknowledgements

Appreciation is extended to the follow-
ing reviewers: David K. Carson, professor,
Department of Family and Consumer Sci-
ences, University of Wyoming; Robert J.
Fetsch, human development and family
studies specialist, Colorado State University
Cooperative Extension; Michael D. Loos,
assistant professor, Department of Counse-
lor Education, University of Wyoming; and
Rhonda J. Shipp, extension educator, Uni-
versity of Wyoming Cooperative Extension
Service.

References:References:References:References:References:

1. Schaefer, J.A., & Moos, R.H. (1998).
The context for posttraumatic growth:
Life crisis, individual and social re-
sources, and coping. In R.G. Tedeschi,
C.L. Park, & L.G. Calhoun (Eds.),
Posttraumatic growth: Positive changes
in the aftermath of crisis (99-125).
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Asso-
ciates.

2. Tedeschi, R.G., & Calhoun, L.G.
(1995). Trauma and transformation:
Growing In the aftermath of suffering.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

3. McCann, I.L., & Pearlman, L.A.
(1990). Psychological trauma and the
adult survivor: Theory, therapy, and
transformation. New York: Brunner/
Mazel.

4. McCann & Pearlman, 10.

5



5. Davidson, L.M., Fleming, I., & Baum,
A. (1986). Post-traumatic stress as a
function of chronic stress and toxic ex-
periences. In C.R. Figley (Ed.),
Trauma and its wake: Traumatic stress
theory research and intervention 2(57-
77). New York:Brunner/Mazel.

6. Tedeschi & Calhoun, 18.

7. Tedeschi & Calhoun, 20.

8. Fetsch, R.J. (1991). Transitions and
changes: Who copes well? (Fact Sheet
no.10.215). Ft. Collins: Colorado State
University Cooperative Extension.

9. Calhoun, L.G., & Tedeschi, R.G.
(1999). Facilitating posttraumatic
growth: A clinician’s guide. Mahwah,
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

10. Calhoun & Tedeschi, 9.

11. Janoff-Bulman, R. (1992). Shattered
assumptions: Towards a new psychology of
trauma. New York: The Free Press.

12. Werner, E.E., & Smith, R.S. (1992).
Overcoming the odds: High risk children
from birth to adulthood. Ithica, NY:
Cornell University Press.

13. Miller, L. (1998). Shocks to the system:
Psychotherapy of traumatic disability
syndrome. New York:W.W. Norton &
Co.

14. Tedeschi & Calhoun, 49.

15. Taylor, S.E. (1983). Adjustment to
threatening events: A theory of cogni-
tive adaptation. American Psychologist,
38(11), 1161-1173.

16. Quick, S., Fetsch, R.J., & Rupured, M.
(1991). Transitions and changes: Prac-
tical strategies for making new begin-
nings. (Fact Sheet no. 10.214) Ft.
Collins: Colorado State University Co-
operative Extension.

17. Siebert, A. (1996). The survivor person-
ality. New York: Perigee Books.

18. Bartocci, B. (1989, October). Let go
and live. Readers Digest, 103-106.

19. Tedeschi, Park & Calhoun, 10.

20. Aldwin, C.M., Levenson, M.R., &
Spiro, A. (1994). Vulnerability and re-
silience to combat exposure: Can stress
have lifelong effects? Psychology and Ag-
ing, 9,34-44.

21. Tedeschi, Park & Calhoun, 11.

22. Park, C.L. (1998). Stress-related
growth and thriving through coping:
The roles of personality and cognitive
processes. Journal of Social Issues,
54,267-277.

23. Janoff-Bulman, 90.

6


