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PERSONAL GROWTH AND PERSONAL
DEVELOPMENT - ANALYSIS OF TERMS IN THE
CONTEXT OF THE LIFE-SPAN DEVELOPMENT IDEA

As adults, we have a measure
of choice and we are able to change
Selligman (1993, p. 36)

Introduction

Basic terms within the traditional concepts of developmental psychology are
development and change. As changes are universally experienced, the terms of
change and development are sometimes used interchangeably. Therefore, attempts
at defining criteria to enable isolating changes that are of the developmental nature
from among observable ones have become the principal objective of psychologi-
cal theories and concepts of development.

Specialist literature offers a great number of concepts striving to find criteria
that would help in distinguishing a change of the developmental character from
such that is devoid of that feature. The concepts can be sorted based on how they
answer two basic questions concerning development. One of those is a question
about the nature of that phenomenon, the other — about the mechanism of its oc-
currence (compare: Trempata, 2000). From the perspective of life-span develop-
mental psychology, while attempting to define basic terms, the following question
is mainly tried to be answered: what shapes the course of human life and how is it
shaped (Brzezinska & Trempata, 2000).

H. Bee (1994) specified three types of changes of interest to developmental
psychology:
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— universal changes that occur universally, concern every human being and
are associated with age,

— changes common to a certain group, characterizing individuals being part
of a certain structure, resulting from participating in similar situations,

— and individual changes caused by unique factors, affecting solely a given
individual.

Research into the process of human development must take into account all
the above-mentioned types of changes, especially when a question is asked about
the determinants of development.

At present, the term of developmental change usually encompasses changes
of the constant, gradual, unidirectional and irreversible nature, leading to higher
complexity and integrity (compare: Krajewski, 1997, quoting: Brzezinska, 2000;
Zamiara, 1988). Attention should be paid to the fact that contemporary discus-
sions on development particularly emphasize a view of the importance of qualita-
tive changes and the autonomic nature of development (Przetacznik-Gierowska &
Tyszkowa, 2000).

Despite a great variety of human development concepts, nowadays two tradi-
tions of developmental psychology or even two theories of psychological devel-
opment are usually referred to: classical developmental psychology and life-span
developmental psychology. According to the classical developmental psychology,
development is a process of accumulation or/and integration of directional changes,
universally arranged into a sequence of progressive transformations representing
ahigher and higher level of functioning and aimed at a specific final state (Brzezinska
& Trempata, 2000). Life-span developmental psychology regards development as
a process taking place throughout an individual’s life. The essence of development
is a change in adaptive skills (most commonly understood as an ability to build rela-
tions with people around an individual), while its characteristic feature is plasticity
that allows various directions of individual development depending on individual
and environmental resources at a person’s disposal (Trempata, 1997). As a conse-
quence, developmental research has shifted its attention to the third type of changes
in the classification by Bee (1994) and begun to focus on individual changes needed
by a given individual or small group (e.g. a family) and conditions enabling those
changes. Development understood in such a way has gone beyond the scope of de-
velopmental psychology as a subject of interests or analyses:

— it has become the central point for the whole research connected with the
process of teaching, nowadays being considered a development stimulation proc-
ess (Ledzinska, 1996),

— it has become an important term within the framework of psychological
help in its broad sense, where a great number of methods aimed at development
support have been worked out (compare: Kedzierska & Znajmiecka-Sikora, 2011),

— health psychology has drawn particular attention to specific developmental
experiences associated with going through traumatic situations such as, for exam-
ple, a serious life-threatening disease,
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— in positive psychology relationships between personal development and
subjective well-being are analysed in the scope of research on happiness.

While analysing terms that appear mainly in the area of research concerning in-
dividual changes and, in particular, changes associated with adults’ personal devel-
opment, it seems that specialist literature has devoted attention to two qualitatively
different developmental phenomena — personal development and personal growth.
Researchers attempt to compare both the phenomena with increasing frequency.

The aim of the article is to review existing concepts of and attempts at dif-
ferentiation between the two terms being fundamental to life-span developmental
psychology — personal development and personal growth.

Personal Development and Personal Growth — Review of Positions

A common saying based on everyday observations that “what doesn’t kill
you makes you stronger” has only recently become the focus of research interest
among psychologists. Initially, however, a subjective feeling that, as a result of
difficult experiences, someone has changed for the better (“has grown™) as a per-
son was considered a kind of strategy to cope with stress (e.g. positive re-eval-
uation, positive illusions — compare: Affleck & Tennen, 1996; Taylor & Armor,
1996, quoting: King, 2002). Yet, more and more often, literature offers a view
that, in such cases, we can rather observe a specific developmental phenomenon.

Therefore, despite a certain term ambiguity, the two developmental phenomena
begin to be clearly differentiated in recently presented studies. On one hand, adults’
development is analysed and described in association with the process of devel-
opmental changes most frequently resulting from a more or less planned activity
of an individual himself or herself. When understood in such a way, development
rather consists in developing various aspects or competences. On the other hand,
a developmental phenomenon is described that is connected with a very noticeable
qualitative change — a kind of “a jump in quality”. That qualitative change leads to
an impression that a human being, as a whole, has reached a higher developmental
level in the scope of self-awareness, relations with people, understanding of the
world and giving meaning etc. Despite or as a result of difficult experiences, he or
she has undergone a general positive change as a human being.

Terminological Ambiguities

When referring to the phenomenon of developing certain competences or as-
pects of an individual’s functioning, English language literature most frequently
uses the term of development, and thus the phenomenon is most often described
as personal development or personality development. In the Polish language,
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descriptions of that phenomenon also apply the term of rozwoj osobowy (personal
development).

On the other hand, that particular phenomenon where a qualitative change oc-
curs is most commonly described as personal growth (in Polish: wzrost osobowy).
An experience of growth is most clearly described in health psychology with ref-
erence to descriptions of traumatic events’ consequences. In English, that kind of
growth is described, for instance, by terms such as:

— stress related growth,

— adversarial growth,

— posttraumatic growth.

Those terms differ slightly in their descriptions of context where the growth
experience may occur:

— stress related growth — growth connected with experiencing stress,

— adversarial growth — growth associated with experiencing adversities,

— posttraumatic growth — growth resulting from facing events of the trau-
matic nature.

In English language literature, the term of posttraumatic growth is most un-
ambiguously defined and very consistently used in psychological literature. It
describes positive changes taking place as a result of experiencing a traumatic
situation. Those changes concern self-perception, interpersonal relations and phi-
losophy of life (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996).

At present, in Polish literature, a certain inconsistency appears — when de-
scribing the same kind of experiences, a majority of authors have decided to
translate growth as wzrost and use the term for that particular developmental ex-
perience, i.e. wzrost postresowy, wzrost pourazowy, wzrost potraumatyczny (com-
pare: Andrzejewska, 2008; Ziemba, Czarnecka, Van Luijken, Wawrzyniak, 2010;
Bokszczanin, 2012); some authors, however, use the term rozwoj potraumatyczny
or, interchangeably, the two terms (Oginska-Bulik & Juczynski, 2010; Izdebski
& Suprynowicz, 2010; Kawiecka-Dziembowska & Windorbska, 2010).

Posttraumatic growth can be experienced when events in our lives force us
to revise the basic assumptions about who we are, who people around us are like,
what the world we live in is like. That results in a fundamental change described
as a feeling of being someone else (“new”), while the history of life is divided into
its “before” and “after” parts (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2007).

Literature most often formulates four principal conditions that allow to de-
scribe an experience of change as posttraumatic growth:

— it most clearly appears in serious crisis conditions (and not in a situation
of milder stress),

— it is often accompanied by transformational changes in life (that do not
result from misperception or misinterpretation of an event),

— it is experienced as a result (rather than as a mechanism of coping),

— itrequires a radical change in the basic assumptions concerning one’s own life.
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Apart from health psychology, literature analysing various aspects of adults
development does not offer complete terminological consistence. Some research-
ers interchangeably use the terms of personal growth and personal development;
others differentiate between them by taking into account different dimensions.

In studies by J. Bauer and D. McAdams (2004, 2010), personal growth is
analysed in the context of growth goals and comprises both a subjective compo-
nent — a subjectively felt need, desire for personal development — and an objective
component — the actual achievement of a higher developmental level. According
to the authors, specific forms/aspects of personal growth can be isolated — intel-
lectual and socioemotional — that can be of the intrapsychological or interpersonal
nature (compare: Table 1).

Table 1. Types of growth goals

Growth oriented at an individual Growth oriented at others (social/communal)

Goals within intellectual growth

o the goal is to know oneself better, create self- | e the goal is to know others and relations with

concepts them better, create concepts about others
e the goal is cognitive search and extension of | e the goal is to support others’ intellectual de-
one’s knowledge velopment

Goals within psychosocial growth

e deeper experience of oneself, one’s activities | ® deeper experience of others and relations
and events in life with them

e supporting and strengthening important|e greater capabilities of fair and protective be-
personal competences significant to an in- haviours
dividual e supporting growth of others

Source: Bauer J.J. & McAdams D.P. (2010). Eudaimonic growth: narrative growth goals pre-
dict increases in ego development and subjective well-being three years later. Developmental Psy-
chology, 4, p.761-772.

According to the above-mentioned authors personal growth and personal
development are inextricably linked but personal growth results from a personal
intention to change when that kind of change is important to an individual; on the
other hand, personal development means every change of the developmental na-
ture — both regarding personality and sense of well-being (in the authors’ opinion,
most developmental changes are probably unintentional).

Personal Development and Personal Growth — Proposed Definitions

There is a group of researchers who differentiate between phenomena of
personal growth and personal development in a slightly different, very con-
sistent manner (compare: King, 2002 Irving & Williams, 1999, Wright et al.
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2006). To sum up their erstwhile reports, both the phenomena can be described
as follows:

— both development and growth result in a change but each of the terms re-
fers to different aspects of the change. For example, “I can develop my personal
abilities, potential, competences” but I cannot make them grow — growth refers
to a more general, more complex change — it concerns a person as a whole and
cannot be planned;

— personal development:

* refers to more specific achievements that may be of a more temporary nature,

* requires some measurement, direct comparison — without those, based
on mere self-description, it is most often difficult for an individual to determine
whether development has occurred,

* is not always connected with a sense of satisfaction, happiness,

* can be planned and structuralized, one can make a decision to start the
process of development, set its goals and evaluate progress,

* is a more neutral term.

— personal growth:

* is a phenomenological experience — an individual is probably able to say
whether he or she has experienced growth,

* is possible to be noted only in retrospect — we can observe someone’s
growth — in the form of its result but we are not aware of the process itself,

* is something that becomes, comes rather than happens; one cannot decide
to begin the process of growth,

* may result from any kind of development — it arises from experience and
an initiated process of personality development,

* contributes to a good frame of mind, feeling of happiness,

* is a positively marked term.

The authors assume that not only traumatic events but all complex and dif-
ficult interpersonal situations may spur an individual into attaining a higher ego
functioning level (King, 2002).

Personal Growth — Areas of Research

The assumption that situations difficult from the point of view of an indi-
vidual may become an important developmental impulse considerably extends the
area of research. For instance, Wright at al. (2006) analysed experiences of young
physicians who took part in postgraduate training by working as the so called
resident physicians.

Experiences of resident physicians are described in literature as especially
intensive and strenuous (excessively long working hours, sleep deprivation, pro-
fessional challenges, feeling of being inadequately prepared, highly demanding
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work environment) and have so far been analysed from the perspective of the risk
of adverse effects: stress burden, depression or professional burnout.

In Wright’s research, which assumed that difficult and intensive experiences
may be positively stimulating, the subjective feeling of personal growth was ana-
lysed and factors were sought that contribute to experiencing that feeling in the
studied group of physicians.

Similarly to research into posttraumatic growth, the authors of the study pro-
posed a very precise definition of personal growth and operationalized that by
creating the Personal Growth Scale.

According to the authors, personal growth encompasses:

— all processes through which an individual achieves personal awareness
and/or understanding and which lead to such changes in feelings, beliefs, attitudes
and self-attitudes that allow better, more effective and healthier functioning.

On the other hand, conditions that allow personal growth are:

— important experiences arousing strong feelings and emotions,

— supportive and helpful interpersonal relations,

— reflection — ability/willingness to reflect upon one’s own behaviour and
reactions.

Importance of Differentiation Between Development and Growth —
Implications for Practising Psychologists

Such a definition of personal growth contributes also to theoretical reflection
upon understanding an individual’s experiences within various active group forms
of psychological support (trainings, psychological workshops) and sense of psy-
chological support in difficult situations in life. It also helps to more adequately
construct programmes to support people grappling with serious difficulties in their
lives.

On the other hand, differentiation between the terms of personal develop-
ment and personal growth is important to psychologists applying various kinds of
support, including, in particular, trainers-psychologists, as well as to the training
practice itself, i.e. the structure of training, set objectives and achieved results.
The lack of differentiation between those terms may cause practical and ethical
problems in training work, especially if criteria determining growth (e.g. becom-
ing a certain kind of person) overlap/mix with those defining development (e.g.
developing specific skills, attitudes etc.). Training actions frequently appear to
focus more on facilitating, or even, to some degree, forcing participants to become
a specific type of person (referring to growth criteria) instead of employing meth-
ods that allow for developing skills and facilitating development (compare: Irving
& Williams, 1999).
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Summary

The performed review of literature justifies distinguishing between the two
qualitatively different developmental processes. Observations of adults’ experi-
ences indicate that we can experience a particular type of change — often described
as a feeling of being someone else — if specific conditions are met.

Strong emotions aroused not only by traumatic situations but simply by experi-
ences that are important to us, complex interpersonal situations (King, 2002), may af-
fect our fixed attitudes and internal patterns. If we are ready for reflection or someone
supports us by stimulating and facilitating attempts at understanding our own reac-
tions and behaviours, we are able to increase our awareness of ourselves and our ex-
periences in a special way, hence changing our perception of ourselves and the world.

The phenomenon of personal growth has been introduced into the area of re-
search analyses and most eagerly referred to by practising psychologists — observ-
ing and analysing the phenomenon of personal growth in individuals using vari-
ous kinds of psychological help — who call for conducting research in that scope.

Isolating personal growth as a specific developmental process allows to ex-
tend the area of research. For instance, reports on seeking relationships between
experiences in life, personal growth and personality development (King, 2002),
a relationship between personal growth and subjective well-being (compare:
Bauer & MacAdams, 2010) as well as factors enabling personal growth (Wright
et al., 2006) seem to be particularly inspiring.

The phenomenon of personal growth itself requires further theoretical and
research reflection. Detailed questions need to be answered about the nature and
specificity of the developmental phenomenon distinguished in such a way. The
following questions proposed by Crystal L. Park (2010) may be among those to
provide inspiration for further research:

* Is personal growth a uniform term/phenomenon? Or should we rather refer
to various types of positive changes?

* Do positive changes occurring as a result of difficult experiences have to
be permanent so that they can be called growth?

* How closely do positive changes have to be connected with some difficult
experiences to be regarded as growth?

* Do people have to be aware of a positive change and experiences/events
that have resulted in it so that personal growth can occur?

* Does growth caused by a single traumatic event (e.g. crime, rape) differ
from that resulting from a long-lasting stress experience (e.g. chronic illness)?

* What is the dynamics of the occurrence of/changes in growth like?

* [s there any critical moment that initiates growth?

* Does that moment differ depending on the kind of difficult experience (its
intensity, course in time)?
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