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Background: Experience of difficult incidents, besides its negative and adverse consequences, 
can have positive consequences and lead to the growth of people in several areas. Evaluating the 
status of posttraumatic growth in earthquake survivors could help better understand the various 
dimensions of this incident. The present study aimed to evaluate the status of posttraumatic 
growth in East Azerbaijan earthquake survivors.

Materials and Methods: This study is a cross-sectional and descriptive-analytical research. 
The study population consisted of East Azerbaijan earthquake survivors and the study sample 
included 295 survivors randomly selected from those who were eligible for the study. The 
research tools were a demographic questionnaire and posttraumatic growth inventory.

Results: The mean (SD) age of the participants was 43(14.3) years, and 50.5% of them were 
male. The mean (SD) of the posttraumatic growth score of the study sample was 48.25(21.18). 
The findings of this study showed that among posttraumatic growth dimensions, “spiritual 
changes” (11.11[5.1]) and “connecting with others” (4.9[2.3]) had the highest score, while the 
“new possibilities” got the lowest score (16.3[7.19]).

Conclusion: Posttraumatic growth issue requires further attention in the mental and social health 
policies. The study results indicate that despite the many problems that the earthquake creates for 
people, dealing with this disaster leads to positive psychological effects on people, too.
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1. Introduction

ran as a disaster-prone country is one of the 
most susceptible regions in the world for 
various disasters and at risk of many threats. 
Iran is among the world’s top 10 disaster-
prone countries and 90% of its population 

are exposed to the risks of earthquakes and floods. Also, 

Iran is the fourth in Asia and sixth in the world in terms 
of natural disasters. Iran’s vulnerability to earthquake is 
1000 times greater than America and 100 times more than 
Japan. Earthquake, flood, and drought are the most com-
mon disasters in Iran to the extent that about 93% of Iran 
are prone to earthquake [1]. People may face with differ-
ent disasters and incidents, including earthquake during 
their lives which have different consequences on them [2]. 
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Part of these consequences comprise mental disorders that 
may occur in the short- and long-term. The main focus on 
these negative aspects and consequences is posttraumatic 
stress and depression [3]. However, many researchers ask 
whether or not these disasters are also associated with 
positive effects. If so, it is an interesting topic to examine 
these positive impacts, analyze their related factors, and 
differences in various disasters.

Ferankle for the first time mentioned that stressful life 
events may lead to positive consequences. But only in 
recent years, researchers have systematically attempted 
to understand and review positive changes after the 
stressful events. These damaging or stressful events may 
act as facilitators for positive psychological and social 
changes. Tedeschi and Calhoun were among the first 
researchers who studied the concept of Posttraumatic 
Growth (PTG) and defined it as “subjective experience 
of positive psychological changes created by the individ-
ual due to deal with the highly challenging events in life, 
such as traumas, disasters, and stressful incidents” [4]. 
Experience of difficult events may lead to the growth of 
the individual in several areas, namely mental health [5], 
appreciation of life, new possibilities, personal strengths, 
new approaches and new directions in life, communica-
tion with others, and spiritual changes. It is to be noted 
that people report these positive changes as a direct re-
sult of the disaster [6]. We cannot be indifferent to the 
negative effects such as anxiety, anger, depression, and 
behavioral problems and ignore them, so it is important 
to pay attention to these factors in this study [7].

Growth and positive changes can be achieved by fight-
ing a very stressful event, strengthening individuals, 
families and communities, discovering strengths and tal-
ents previously unrecognized, and also strengthening the 
relations. PTG is a global phenomenon that can change 
over time. However, it is still a matter of debate whether 
achieving growth is the result of fighting a very stress-
ful and potentially damaging event, a response strat-
egy, a personality trait, or the manifestation of a prov-
able change [8]. In various studies, the role of different 
events, such as cancer, HIV, bereavement, accidents and 
disasters, rape, war, surgery, and diseases has been inves-
tigated in creating PTG [9]. 

By reviewing the literature, it can be seen that various 
studies have been conducted so far in the area of PTG 
looking for positive impacts of traumas on the people 
of which useful information can be extracted. In this re-
gard, the studies of Zarina Akbar (2015) entitled “post-
traumatic growth,” [10], Zhibin Wu et al. research (2015) 
aiming to investigate the relationships between positive 

and negative changes and risk factors in the earthquake  
survivors over a year after the Wenchaun earthquake 
[11], the research by Xiao Zhou and Xinchun Wu (2015) 
aiming to assess the relationship between rumination, 
posttraumatic stress, and posttraumatic growth in Chi-
nese adolescents after the earthquake [12], and Xiao 
Zhou (2009) [13] can be mentioned and their results all 
indicate different rates of PTG in earthquake survivors. 
Research has also shown that natural disasters (such as 
earthquake) compared to man-made disasters have left 
lower levels of negative impacts on the psychological 
and social health of the people [14]. This study has tried 
to be one of the few studies in Iran that evaluate the sta-
tus of PTG three years after Azerbaijan earthquake.

2. Materials and Methods

This study was a cross-sectional and descriptive-ana-
lytical research. The study population consisted of East 
Azerbaijan earthquake survivors in 2016, i.e. 3 years af-
ter the earthquake, and the sample included 295 survivors 
randomly selected from those who were eligible for the 
study. The research tools were a demographic question-
naire and posttraumatic growth inventory. Demographic 
questionnaire was compiled by the researcher to assess 
demographic characteristics of survivors and consisted 
of 15 questions about the features such as gender, age, 
education level, income, marital status, defects, mental 
and social services received.

Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI) was designed 
by Tedeschi and Calhoun in 1996 to study the concept 
of PTG in the United States. This inventory has 21 items 
that evaluates 5 areas of psychological growth after con-
frontation with a traumatic stressor (new possibilities, 
communication with others, life appreciation, personal 
power, and spiritual changes). It is rated based on the 
6-point Likert-type scale in which the score of 0 is as-
signed to the first item (No) and 1 to 5 are assigned to 
the second to sixth items; the total scores range from 0 
to 105 and higher scores indicate more growth and vice 
versa. The psychometrics of this tool was carried out in 
2013 by Heidarzadeh et al. on 402 patients with cancer 
referred to Imam Khomeini and Shohada-ye Tajrish Teh-
ran hospitals, and then it is standardized for Iranian com-
munity [15]. The Cronbach α coefficient for the entire 
tool was 0.87 and its coefficients for main 5-factor scale 
components were 0.57-0.77 [4]. For data collection, the 
questionnaires were completed by patients after pres-
ence in the affected areas and justifying them why they 
do this study and gaining their consent. For data analysis, 
descriptive and inferential statistics were used.
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3. Results 

The present study analyzed data of 295 survivors. The 
mean (SD) age of the participants in the research was 
43(14.3) years and 146 (49.5%) of whom were women 
and 149 (50.5%) were men. The results showed that 
all study survivors the showed some degree of growth 
and the mean (SD) PTG score in the samples was 
48.25(21.18). Also noteworthy is that among posttrau-
matic growth indexes, “spiritual changes” (11.11[5.1]) 
and “connecting with others” (4.9[2.3]) gained the high-
est score, while “new possibilities” got the lowest score 
(16.3[1.9]) (Table 1). In examining the relationship be-
tween some demographic characteristics and PTG, it was 
found that the marital status has a significant negative 
correlation with PTG and its two dimensions of “spiri-
tual changes” and “communication with others” as well 
as “personal power” (P<0.05). There was no significant 
difference in the PTG score and its dimensions accord-
ing to other demographic characteristics, including age, 
education, income, and gender (Table 2).

4. Discussion

The present study aimed to evaluate posttraumatic 
growth in Azerbaijan earthquake survivors 3 years after 
the disaster. In this study, various demographic variables 
were used to evaluate their relationship with PTG. The 
results of this change is a step toward clarifying the con-
cept of PTG and its relationship with other variables. An 
advantage of this study is investigating the concept of 
PTG three years after the East Azerbaijan earthquake in 
affected areas for the first time. These areas include 15 
stricken villages of East Azerbaijan Province. Based on 
study results, 3 years after the disaster the earthquake 
survivors reported some degree of PTG. The highest 
growth rates were in the dimensions of “spiritual chang-
es” and “communication with others,” while the lowest 

rate was in the dimension “new possibilities”. According 
to the Iranian  religious beliefs, people show the stron-
gest growth in their spirituality when faced with events 
such as natural and man-made disasters, in a way that 
spiritual dimension won the highest score in an internal 
study by Heidarzadeh et al. aiming to assess PTG in can-
cerous patients in Tehran [15]. The results are also con-
sistent with various foreign studies assessing the PTG 
of earthquake survivors; so that the results of all foreign 
studies aiming to evaluate and measure PTG in earth-
quake survivors suggest some degree of PTG. However, 
the differences in the study results relate to the review of 
predictor and effective variables in PTG after the inci-
dence [11-13, 16].

In the present study, of various demographic variables 
only “marital status” has shown a significant correlation 
with PTG. It is while in other similar foreign studies, 
there was a significant relationship between PTG and 
different variables. Some of these studies showed that 
job satisfaction, high levels of income, suitable living 
conditions, and social protection are very important fac-
tors in both the incidence of PTG and traumatic stress 
mitigation. Also, some demographic variables such as 
gender, education level, and housing status were effec-
tive in PTG [11, 13]. To explain this discrepancy, differ-
ent study environment, sample size, and other variables 
such as quality of life and level of social protection can 
be mentioned that may affect this condition.

One-stage study of the PTG in earthquake survivors 
could be mentioned as one of the study limitations. Also, 
in the theory of Tedeschi and Calhoun, time has been 
mentioned as a key factor in the growth changes and the 
passage of time can make major changes  in the indi-
vidual after the incident [17]. However, different studies 
in other countries have been done on the PTG in earth-
quake survivors. In these studies, sometime after the 

Table 1. The score of posttraumatic growth and its dimensions in the sample

Dimension Min Max Mean (SD) The Average Score for Each Dimension 
(0-5)

New possibilities 0 25 16.3(7.19) 2.22

Communication with others 5 35 11.11(5.14) 2.32

Personal power 0 20 9.19(4.2) 2.29

Life appreciation 0 15 6.7(3.1) 2.24

Spiritual changes 0 10 4.9(2.3) 2.45

Total score of posttraumatic growth 25 105 48.25(21.18) 2.29
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initial assessment, another evaluation was carried out to 
determine the role of disaster in PTG and also examine 
the passage of time as an essential factor in this matter. 
One of these studies is a research by Zarina Akbar [10]  
(2015) entitled “posttraumatic growth” and aimed to ex-
amine long-term psychiatric conditions among the earth-
quake survivors in Indonesia. In this study, there were 
200 survivors of which 100 persons were affected and 
100 others were not. The study results indicated that by 
passing each year from the incidence, survivors reported 
higher level of PTG after the incidence [10].

Based on several studies conducted abroad, a direct re-
lationship exists between the passage of time after the 
incident and high scores of PTG [12, 16]. As a result, it 
is suggested that the passage of time be considered as 
an important variable in future studies aiming to assess 
PTG. Also, after the initial assessment, another evalua-

tion should be performed to determine the role of time in 
the growth of people.

This study has been carried out with the aim of con-
sidering positive factors of natural disasters, so that the 
researchers would not only consider the negative role of 
disasters but also take into account its growth factors.

Studying other variables such as social support, cop-
ing skills, and other associated items with PTG can help 
us to better understand and more accurately evaluate it. 
In this context, it is recommended to use the plans and 
methods stronger than correlational and cross-sectional 
methods in future works. The present study examined 
PTG in earthquake survivors for the first time in Iran to 
clarify the concept of PTG and its dimensions in addi-
tion to taking an important step towards providing better 

Table 2. The relationship between demographic characteristics and posttraumatic growth of the sample

Demographic Characteristics Number Mean (SD) Test, a Significance Level Sig.

Gender
Female 146 47.75(21.44) 

Independent T-Test 0.71
Male 149 48.74(20.98)

Marital status

Married 217 49.9(21) 

ANOVA Test 0.03
Divorced 6 50.66(8.16) 

Widowed 24 48.25(20.1) 

Single 48 40.27(22.24) 

Education 
degree

Illiterate 81 48.01(22.4) 

ANOVA Test 0.29

Primary 65 48.38(18.93) 

High school 32 44.34(20.17) 

Diploma 47 46.57(23.2) 

Associate degree 11 60.81(12.29) 

Bachelor 51 49.92(21.63) 

MA 7 42.42(21.55) 

PhD 1 81

Income status

No income 81 45.2(21.2) 

ANOVA Test 0.44
Less than 1 million 107 48.97(19.37) 

Between 1 and 2 million 96 50.22(23.07) 

More than 2 million 11 46.09(20.96) 
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professional services in accordance with the conditions 
of the survivors. 

Considering the relatively long period of psychologi-
cal and social rehabilitation after incidents and disasters 
in Iran, social workers as the social rehabilitation team 
members are able to consider the PTG and its capaci-
ties in different interventions for providing better social 
and psychological services and facilitating the survi-
vors’ s return to normal life. Also, identifying these ca-
pacities allows the design of social work interventions 
(individual, group, and society) to facilitate and foster 
the phenomenon of PTG for survivors of the disaster. In 
some social work approaches, including strengths-based 
approach that mainly focuses on individual abilities, it 
is possible to use the present research results so that not 
only the difference in negative impacts of the incident 
are determined, but also the growth rates and positive 
outcomes are studied and specialized services are pro-
vided according to their circumstances and strengths.

5. Conclusion

By comparing the study results in different countries 
with the current study, we can conclude that after an inci-
dent, people report different extent of growth in various 
aspects. It is noteworthy that the extent of growth could 
be affected by different factors like the severity of the 
incident, the degree of social support, people's response 
skills, religious beliefs, and so on.

The most important point is attention to long-term con-
sequences of incidents like earthquake on people. Also 
sole attention on negative effects of the incidents and 
ignoring positive effects of incidents on people could 
postpone the recovery process of people to their normal 
lives. Therefore, the positive and developmental view to-
ward rehabilitation period after incidents like earthquake 
could play an important and affective role in this regard.
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