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POST-TRAUMATIC GROWTH

IN DECEMBER OF 2010, Kay Wilson struggled to escape 
through the forest after being repeatedly stabbed by a terror-

ist. She and her friend were out for a hike on the Israel Trail, and 
her only crime was being Jewish. Her attacker had a machete in 
one hand and a Marlboro in the other and was frustrated that the 
serrations on his knife made it di�  cult to pull out after each stab. 
Kay numbed her pain by singing “Somewhere over the Rainbow” 
in her mind while she fought for breath and forced herself to put 
one foot in front of the other. Kay had played dead as her attacker 
plunged his knife into her chest a � nal time. Her traveling friend 
did not survive.

Today she speaks to global audiences about her survival, hop-
ing to “dispel hatred, whether toward Arabs or Jews,” as she tells 
in her book � e Rage Less Traveled.
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Army surgeon Rhonda Cornum’s helicopter was shot down 
in Iraq. She woke up, dazed from blood loss, with a busted knee, 
two broken arms, and a bullet in her shoulder. � e thirty-six-
year-old surgeon was then subjected to a mock execution by her 
captors, who then sexually assaulted her and held her prisoner. 
Yet after her release, she surprised psychiatrists by focusing on 
all the ways she had improved: “I became a better doctor, a better 
parent, a better commander, and probably a better person.”

Why are these women examples of post-traumatic growth 
rather than the common diagnosis of post-traumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD)?

An estimated 8 percent of Americans—24.2 million peo-
ple—su� er from PTSD at any given time. PTSD symptoms 
include strong or unwanted memories of the event, bad dreams, 
emotional numbness, intense guilt or worry, angry outbursts, and 
avoiding thoughts and situations that are reminders of the trauma.

� e term post-traumatic growth describes the surprising 
bene� ts many survivors discover in the process of healing from 
a traumatic event. For most of us, things are pretty good right 
now. Our work and personal lives are going well. � e question is, 
what will you draw on if any of that suddenly changes? It’s easy 
to be strong when there is little threatening us. It’s easy to have 
momentum when everything we’re doing is working well. But 
what if life gets hard?

� omas Paine wrote his pamphlet, “� e American Crisis,” at 
the darkest point of the Revolution. “� ese are the times that try 
men’s souls,” he penned. A lot had gone wrong. But this might be 
a good thing, he wrote, because “there are some capacities inher-
ent in us that cannot be unlocked by tri� es.” He observed it was 
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only in di�  cult times that we might � nd—and unlock—within 
us a “cabinet of fortitude.”

I had a day-long conversation with two young, brilliant 
entrepreneurs this week. Both have come back from devastating 
personal experiences. In reviewing the recovery process, I refer-
enced the factors that seem to be necessary to come back from 
tragedy or failure:

• Loving relationships
• Uncompromising integrity
• Clear purpose
• Vibrant health
• Optimistic faith

We don’t want to minimize or arti� cially position our faith. 
Yes, it gives us strength and fortitude, which those without it do 
not have. It gives us comfort and the assurance that we will ulti-
mately be “safe and secure from all alarms,” as the old hymn goes. 
But the other items on this list are critically important as well. 
And we can work to strengthen all of these, which will give us 
insulation and preparedness for whatever may come.

Studies of post-traumatic growth show that in the wake of 
trauma, people experience a common paradox: they become more 
vulnerable yet stronger.

Can we choose growth rather than disorder?
I encourage you to be building up your reserves—not to be 

suspicious or expect danger but to be stronger for even the little 
challenges. None of us, in a time of need, wants to open our cab-
inet of fortitude to � nd it empty.
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Could you anticipate your response to 
a traumatic event being post-traumatic 

growth rather than a response that leaves 
you unable to function?




