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This present study examines (1) the relationship between secondary traumatic stress,
perceived social support and posttraumatic growth after secondary exposure to traumatic
events and (2) the moderating role of perceived social support on the secondary traumatic
stress—posttraumatic growth relation. A sample of 135 nurses completed self-reporting

measures describing symptoms of secondary traumatic stress, social support, and vicari-
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ous posttraumatic growth. The results indicate that secondary traumatic stress negatively
correlates with vicarious posttraumatic growth, while social support positively correlates
with vicarious posttraumatic growth. Furthermore, persons who self-report less secondary
traumatic stress symptoms also report high levels of posttraumatic growth when they per-
ceive to have a high level of social support. These findings emphasize the value of perceived

support for persons indirectly exposed to traumatic events.
© 2015 Western Social Science Association. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The indirect exposure to potentially traumatic sit-
uations is common among nurses (Fernandez, 2011;
Lee, Daffern, Ogloff, & Martin, 2015). The most com-
mon result of this exposure is secondary traumatic stress
(STS) that involves the same symptoms as posttrau-
matic stress disorder but has its origins in vicariously
experiencing the traumatic events through interactions
with persons who are directly affected by these events
(Figley, 1995; Shoji et al., 2014). In nursing literature,
the occurrence and prevalence of secondary traumatic
stress symptoms are reported in various fields like oncol-
ogy, emergency, heart and vascular fields, children’s care
etc. (Czaja, Moss, & Mealer, 2012; Dominguez-Gomez &
Rutledge, 2009; Duffy, Avalos, & Dowling, 2014; Quinal,
Harford, & Rutledge, 2009; Robins, Meltzer, & Zelikovsky,
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2009; Young, Derr, Cicchillo, & Bressler, 2011). How-
ever, relatively few researchers study a person’s capacity
to develop healthy personal growth despite adversity
after indirect exposure to critical life events (Bonanno,
Galea, Bucciarelli, & Vlahov, 2006). Among persons directly
exposed to trauma, empirical studies show that an individ-
ual may experience negative, as well as positive changes
following a traumatic event, such as a greater appreciation
of life, strengthening of close relationships, recognition,
and elaboration of personal strengths, recognition of
new possibilities and spiritual development (Tedeschi &
Calhoun, 1996; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). This phe-
nomenon of post-traumatic growth has attracted a good
deal of attention in psychology in the last years (PTG;
Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996).

As the number of studies of posttraumatic growth
increases, the researchers have begun to recognize that
similar positive changes can occur, not only in persons
who experience trauma, but also in persons indirectly
exposed to trauma, like healthcare personnel (Arnold,
Calhoun, Tedeschi, & Cann, 2005). Although less widely
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studied, the researchers recorded this phenomenon of
vicarious post-traumatic growth and have moved away
from the idea that indirect exposure to potentially trau-
matic events leads only to negative changes (Arnold et al.,
2005; Hyatt-Burkhart, 2014; Taku, 2014). Consequently,
the need appears for studying simultaneously different
positive as well as negative pathways in the aftermath
of indirect trauma exposure (Shakespeare-Finch & Lurie-
Beck, 2014; Ssenyonga, Owens, & Olema, 2013).

2. Secondary traumatic stress and posttraumatic
growth

After several years of separately studying positive and
negative consequences of trauma exposure, researchers are
beginning to ask about the relationship between these vari-
ables. Even from the first studies on posttraumatic growth,
Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) identified a significant pos-
itive relation between growth and distress. Some level of
distress is initially developed, and it requires the integra-
tion of the traumatic experience to one’s basic beliefs about
the self and the world (Janoff-Bulman, 2004; Tedeschi &
Calhoun, 2004). Moreover, this initial stress may serve as
a catalyst for finding benefits after trauma (Kashdan &
Kane, 2011), including the development of posttraumatic
growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Based on these find-
ings, we may conclude that even if a person experiences
considerable distress, at the same time he/she will con-
tinue to function and grow. More recently, studies have
confirmed these positive relations between growth and
distress (Blix, Hansen, Birkeland, Nissen, & Heir, 2013;
Bluvstein, Moravchick, Sheps, Schreiber, & Bloch, 2013; Jin,
Xu, Liu, & Liu, 2014). However, other researchers present
data showing a negative association between these two
phenomena (Hagenaars & van Minnen, 2010), while oth-
ers find no relationship between posttraumatic growth
and negative stress-related outcomes (Boals, Steward, &
Schuettler, 2010; Kunst, 2010). Studies using samples of
participants indirectly exposed to trauma report the same
pattern of results. While some studies have shown that
higher cumulative levels of vicarious exposure to trauma
are associated with higher levels of growth (Brockhouse,
Msetfi, Cohen, & Joseph, 2011; Samios, Rodzik, & Abel,
2012), other studies do not find evidence for the fact that
greater exposure would produce more growth (Linley &
Joseph, 2007). The inconsistent results reported during the
last two decades suggest that other psychosocial factors
moderate the relationship between trauma exposure and
growth.

3. The role of social support

Several studies underline the vital role of social sup-
port when it comes to adjustment after exposure to trauma
(Zhao, Wu, & Xu, 2013). Among the benefits associated
with perceived social support, we can mention a high
level of well-being, and lower levels of traumatic stress
(Adriaenssens, de Gucht, & Maes, 2012a). In their theoret-
ical model, Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) argue that social
support is very helpful in coping with emotional distress
and finding the meaning of the traumatic life events. Lately,

several empirical studies have shown that strong support
systems is associated with perceptions of growth (Linley &
Joseph, 2007; McDonough, Sabiston, & Wrosch, 2014; Prati
& Pietrantoni, 2009; Ramos & Leal, 2013; Yu et al.,2014). In
the context of healthcare, recent studies show the impor-
tance nurses place on social support, especially in relation
to daily work conditions and organizational circumstances
(de Boer, van Rikxoort, Bakker, & Smit, 2014; Duffy et al.,
2014; Rodwell & Munro, 2013). Regardless of the level of
STS, having a supportive social network and being able to
talk about stressful experiences with colleagues, is help-
ful when it comes to managing stress and coping with the
strong emotions experienced after exposure to a traumatic
event (Duffy et al., 2014).

4. The present study

There is a substantial amount of literature to sup-
port posttraumatic growth in the general population but
less addressing vicarious growth among workers indi-
rectly exposed to trauma. The first aim of this present
research is to study the relation between STS and vicari-
ous posttraumatic growth in a sample of medical nurses.
As mentioned in the introduction, there has been no con-
sensus regarding the relationship between traumatic stress
and posttraumatic growth. Therefore, we did not anticipate
the nature (positive or negative) of the relation between
these variables. Further, because previous studies have
identified social support as a potential predictor of vicar-
ious posttraumatic growth (Linley & Joseph, 2007), the
second aim of this present study is to highlight the rela-
tion between different forms of perceived social support
and growth, in the context of vicarious exposure to stress
and trauma.

Mixed findings regarding the relation between trau-
matic stress and posttraumatic growth suggest that the lack
of consistency is due to the failure to test for moderation by
a third variable (Helgeson, Reynolds, & Tomich, 2006). As
there are no doubts that STS is an occupational risk when it
comes to helping professions (Shoji et al., 2014), it is impor-
tant to know what variables may be involved in translating
the negative outcome into personal growth. Therefore, the
third aim of this present study is to assess the moderating
effect of perceived social support on the relation between
STS and vicarious posttraumatic growth. Although we iden-
tify only one study on the moderating role of social support
in this relation, there is some evidence showing that social
support moderates the relation between traumatic stress
symptoms and posttraumatic growth. If a moderate level
of traumatic stress is best for PTG development (Kleim
& Ehlers, 2009) and social support alleviates the inten-
sity of traumatic stress (Adriaenssens, de Gucht, de Exel,
& Maes, 2012b), we can assume that perceived social sup-
port reduces the intensity of perceived stress, allowing for
the development of posttraumatic growth.

Based on empirical and theoretical evidence, we
hypothesized that: (1) secondary traumatic stress cor-
relates with vicarious posttraumatic growth; (2) social
support positively correlates with vicarious posttraumatic
growth; and (3) social support moderates the relationship
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between secondary traumatic stress and vicarious post-
traumatic growth.

5. Method
5.1. Participants

The convenient sample consists of 147 nurses from four
hospitals in Romania, two of them being teaching hospitals.
Participants who provide incomplete data are not included
in the analysis. The final sample is comprised of 135 partic-
ipants, aged between 20 and 65 years old (Mage=31.28;
SD=10.77). Our research sample is largely comprised of
women (89.4%). From the total sample, 16.3% of the nurses
are from Surgery (22 nurses), 10.4% are from Intensive
Care (14 nurses), 12.6% from Emergency (17 nurses), 21.5%
from Neurosurgery (29 nurses), 14.8 from Cardiology (20
nurses), 13.3% from Pediatric (18 nurses) and 11.1% from
Oncology units (15 nurses). The experience in the health-
care field ranges from one to 40 years (M=7.46 years,
SD=6.22)and they work with patients between 15and 50 h
per week (M=33.36,SD=7.85).

5.2. Measures

The Secondary Traumatic Stress Scale (STSS; Bride,
Robinson, Yegidis, & Figley, 2004) is a 17-item scale
designed to measure secondary trauma on three dimen-
sions: intrusion, avoidance, and arousal. On a 5-point Likert
scale, the respondents indicate their agreement with items
that reflect specific responses related to their work with
victims of trauma. A higher total score indicates higher sec-
ondary traumatic stress. The cut-off score for the STSS is
38. The participants who score 38 or above on this scale
meet the core criteria for posttraumatic stress, and the
participants with a score below 38 do not (Bride, 2007).
Cronbach’s Alphas for this current sample is .73 (intrusion),
.78 (avoidance), respectively .90 (arousal).

Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI; Tedeschi &
Calhoun, 1996) assesses the perceived posttraumatic
growth. It is a 21-item scale designed to measure
posttraumatic growth on five dimensions: interpersonal
relationships, new possibilities, personal strength, spir-
itual changes, as well as the appreciation of life. Each
item is rated from one (strongly disagree) to five (strongly
agree). This current study modifies the instructions and
asks the participants to indicate the degree to which each
change occurred because of their professional experience
as a nurse. Cronbach’s Alphas for this current sample is
.82 (interpersonal relationships subscale), .75 (new pos-
sibilities subscale), .72 (personal strength subscale), .69
(spiritual changes subscale), respectively .70 (appreciation
of life subscale).

The Medical Outcomes Study Social Support Survey
(MOS; Sherbourne & Stewart, 1991), a brief multidimen-
sional self-administered instrument, was selected to assess
perceived social support. The original 19 items, rated from
one (never) to five (always), measure: (1) emotional infor-
mational support; (2) tangible support (the provision of
material aid or behavioral assistance); (3) positive social
interaction (the availability of other persons to talk and do

fun things with you); and (4) affectionate support. Cron-
bach’s Alphas for this current sample are .92 for emotional
informational support subscale, .91 for tangible support
subscale, .94 for positive social interaction subscale, and
.90 for affectionate support subscale.

We have collected demographic variables via a question-
naire that covers age, gender, hospital unit, hours of work
per week and work experience.

5.3. Procedure

We use a self-selection sampling where the participants
volunteer to take part in research of their own accord. Dur-
ing a series of brief oral presentations delivered within
each hospital unit, a researcher presents the research as
an exploration study of the employers’ view regarding
the confrontation with different traumatic situations. We
inform the participants that their participation is volun-
tary, that the information is confidential and would not
become part of their performance evaluation. We give
the questionnaires only to nurses who met the inclusion
criteria: (a) working at least one year as a nurse; (b) indi-
rectly exposed to trauma through interaction with their
patients. Therefore, we include only workers from the units
characterized by frequent interactions with patients with
different medical conditions. There is no other exclusion
criteria, including restrictions based on demographic vari-
ables. Because the workload in the workplace is very high,
the participants have one week to complete the survey
and to leave it in a box placed within each unit. Of the
267 surveys distributed, 147 (55.05%) are returned. All the
participants sign an informed consent and then complete
all measures anonymously in the following order: demo-
graphics, MOS, PTG, and STSS. The university’ review board
approve the study. We do not remunerate the participants,
but we tell them that we can inform them about the results
of the study.

5.4. Overview of the statistical analyses

We have conducted the current analyses using a struc-
tural equation model (SEM) framework in AMOS Graphics
20 (Arbuckle, 2011). We enter secondary traumatic stress
and posttraumatic growth as endogenous variables and
social support as an exogenous variable, in the model.
We also create interaction terms of secondary traumatic
stress and each of the four social support factors to test
the moderation effect on vicarious posttraumatic growth.
We enter the four interaction terms as exogenous vari-
ables and we allow social support factors to correlate with
each other. A latent variable of overall vicarious posttrau-
matic growth has been fit using interpersonal relationships,
new possibilities, personal strength, spiritual changes, and
appreciation of life as manifest indicators. For secondary
traumatic stress, a latent variable has been fit using intru-
sions, avoidance, and arousal as manifest indicators.

We have conducted a number of analyses to determine
the most appropriate model for the data. First, we conduct
preliminary analyses to examine the descriptive statis-
tics and the associations for all analyzed variables in the
study. Second, we simultaneously test the main effects of
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Table 1
Means, standard deviations of scores on the Secondary Traumatic Stress
scale, total score.

Secondary traumatic stress

Hospital unit N M SD %
Surgery 22 36.50 11.75 36.6
Intensive care 14 36.00 6.20 21.42
Emergency 17 32.60 9.39 35.29
Neurosurgery 29 36.75 17.25 2413
Cardiology 20 36.50 3.10 25
Pediatrics 18 50.50 18.86 44.44
Oncology 15 37.75 11.95 40
Total 135 38.08 11.90 31.85

Note: Participants were dichotomously classified in two categories: those
who scored 38 or higher on the STSS total score and those who scored
less than 38 on the STSS total score. In the last column we present the
percentages of participants who scored 38 or higher.

secondary traumatic stress on vicarious posttraumatic
growth and the moderation effect of social support factors.

6. Results
6.1. Preliminary analysis

In Table 1, we present the mean level of secondary trau-
matic stress across the hospital units and the percentage
of participants who meet the core criteria for posttrau-
matic stress, based on their STSS score. In order to test for
a possible bias, we have conducted an analysis of variance
(One-way ANOVA) comparing professionals’ from differ-
ent hospital units (Surgery, Intensive Care, Emergency,

Neurosurgery, Cardiology, Pediatric, and Oncology units)
means on secondary traumatic stress and posttraumatic
growth. The results show no significant differences on any
of the aforementioned study variables.

The means, standard deviations, and bivariate corre-
lations for all manifested variables as well as indicators
are included in Table 2. Intrusions significantly negatively
correlate with new possibilities and personal strength.
Avoidance and arousal negatively correlate with three
dimensions of vicarious posttraumatic growth: inter-
personal relationships, new possibilities, and personal
strength. The predictors do not significantly correlate
with spiritual changes and appreciation of life subscales.
The secondary traumatic stress symptoms negatively
correlate with all the four proposed moderators. Specif-
ically, intrusion negatively correlates with affectionate
support and positive social interactions, avoidance neg-
atively correlate with emotional/informational support
and affectionate support, while arousal negatively cor-
relate with tangible support and affectionate support.
On the other hand, all forms of social support correlate
positively with interpersonal relationships and personal
strength. Moreover, emotional/informational support cor-
relates with spiritual changes, while tangible support
correlates with new possibilities and spiritual changes.
The experience in the work field negatively correlates
with intrusions and arousal and positively correlates with
interpersonal relationships subscale. Finally, the hours
of work per week negatively correlate with avoidance
and arousal. Based on Cohen’s (2013) criteria for magni-
tude of effect sizes, all the above relations are small to
medium.

Table 2
Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations for all manifest variables and indicators.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14
Secondary traumatic stress
1. Intrusions 1
2. Avoidance 550 1
3. Arousal .56 78 1
Social support
4. EIS -.17 -17° -.16 1
5.TS -10 -14 -18 627 1
6. AS -257 -17 =20 56 .57 1
7.PSI -17  -07 -.09 .56 .55 797 1
Vicarious posttraumatic growth
8.PTG.IR -.17 -19  -27 29 40 27 27 1
9. PTG.NP -21 =237 -27 .09 22" 11 13 65 1
10. PTG_PS -27 =327 -30 19 28" 18 20 62" 79 1
11. PTG-SC .04 -04 -07 .18 .28 .10 11 .58~ .50 4271
12. PTG.AL —-.05 —-.02 .03 —.02 13 .01 .07 24" 447 257 2771
Control variables
13. Experience -31" -.15 -.19 .05 .05 .07 .08 20 .09 11 17 14 1
14. Hours per week .03 -.20 -.20 —.02 .02 .06 .05 .07 .05 —-.01 .09 .09 .16 1
M 9.57 1455 1029 3193 1549 12,52 1234 2655 1921 1564 683 7.83 747 3436
SD 2.92 4.44 3.82 6.36 4.09 292 2.68 5.63 4.15 3.15 239 215 6.18 7.86

Note: EIS—emotional/informational support; TS—tangible support; AS—affectionate support; PSI—positive social interaction; PTG_IR—interpersonal rela-
tionships; PTG_.NP—new possibilities; PTG_PS—personal strength; PTG_.SC—spiritual changes; PTG_AL—appreciation of life; N=135.

" p<.05.
" p<.01.
" p<.001.
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Fig. 1. Structural equation model and path analysis of the risk factors for and moderation of vicarious posttraumatic growth (N=135). Standardized path
coefficients reported. Correlations between exogenous constructs and error variances were omitted from the model for readability.* p <.05; ** p<.01; ***
p<.001. Model fit: y2(24)=43.40, p=.059; x2/df=1.80; NFI=.92; CFl=.96; GFI=.95; RMSEA =.07 (CI: .03,.10).

6.2. Testing for moderation

For the SEM model of direct and moderation effects,
estimates are derived using maximum likelihood esti-
mations and an overall model fit is assessed with the
normative fit index (NFI), goodness of fit (GFI), the com-
parative fit index (CFI) and the root mean square residual
(RMSEA). Acceptable model fit indices are indicated by a
x2/df<3, a GFI, NFI and CFI>.90, and a RMSEA<.08 (Hu &
Bentler, 1999). The fit for our overall model is good (Fig. 1):
x%(24)=43.40, p=.059; x2/df=1.80; NFI=.92; CFI=.96;
GFI=.95; RMSEA=.07 (CI: .03, .10).

The demographic control for professional experience
and hours per week is not significant (b=.09, p=.790,
respectively b=—.01, p=.082). There is a significant, nega-
tive link between secondary traumatic stress and vicarious
posttraumatic growth (b=-.17, p=.022). More secondary
traumatic stress predicts a lower level of personal post-
traumatic growth. Moreover, our results show that only
positive social interaction moderates the effect of sec-
ondary traumatic stress on vicarious posttraumatic growth.
We explore the moderating effect of perceived social sup-
port (positive social interactions) by calculating mean
growth values for low, medium, and high levels of social
support (Fig. 2). Medium value represents the mean; low
and high levels of the variable are one standard devia-
tion below and above the mean, respectively (Aiken &
West, 1991). Figure two shows that higher levels of positive
social interactions are associated with the highest levels of
growth, with medium and lower levels of positive social
interaction associated with the medium and lower levels of
growth, respectively. This difference is most strongly evi-
dent with lower levels of secondary traumatic stress. A low
level of secondary traumatic stress is associated with a high
level of vicarious posttraumatic growth, only for the par-
ticipants who report a high or medium level of perceived
positive social interaction. For the participants with a low
level of perceived positive social interaction, there are not
visible differences between participants with low and high

levels of secondary traumatic stress regarding the level of
vicarious posttraumatic growth.

7. Discussion

This study investigates the relation between secondary
traumatic stress, social support, and vicarious posttrau-
matic growth in a sample of Romanian nurses. The
results highlights a negative association between vicari-
ous posttraumatic growth and secondary traumatic stress
symptoms. These findings are consistent with one possi-
ble mode of the association between posttraumatic stress
and posttraumatic growth, that is, the lower the distress,
the higher the growth (Hagenaars & van Minnen, 2010).
However, there is growing literature about the positive
association between traumatic stress and personal growth
(Blix et al., 2013; Bluvstein et al., 2013; Jin et al., 2014).
Because our findings contradict this trend, we consider that
the relation between growth and stress may be population
dependent. Our study includes people constantly exposed

95

90

85

— See, o= PSI Low
80 = —

e PSI Med

75

e+ oo PSIHigh
70

65

Low STS High STS

Fig. 2. Presence of vicarious posttraumatic growth as a function
of secondary traumatic stress and positive social interaction. Notes:
PSI—positive social interactions; STS—secondary traumatic stress. Simple
effects were represented with secondary traumatic stress symptoms and
positive social interaction defined as at least +1 and —1 standard devi-
ations from the mean, respectively. Medium values for positive social
interactions are based on the mean.
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to others’ trauma, whereas earlier studies typically assess
the relation between traumatic stress and posttraumatic
growth after a specific trauma. It is possible that in context
of continuing exposure to traumatic experiences of others,
a high level of stress prevent personal growth, whereas a
low level of perceived traumatic stress may encourage per-
sonal growth in different domains. Because there are very
few studies on the relation between secondary traumatic
stress and vicarious posttraumatic growth, we cannot com-
pare our studies to previous studies on the same theme.

Further, the results show that all forms of social support
positively correlate with different domains of posttrau-
matic growth. These results sustain previous studies when
it comes to the relation between perceived social sup-
port and growth (Ramos & Leal, 2013). Moreover, the
present results show that a form of social support — hav-
ing positive social interactions - moderates the association
of secondary traumatic stress symptoms with vicarious
posttraumatic growth. The other forms of social support
examined in this study (emotional/informational support,
tangible support, affectionate support) do not moderate
the relation between secondary traumatic stress and vicar-
ious posttraumatic growth. Thus, it seems that supportive
interpersonal relationships serve a more complex role than
other forms of support. Specifically, our result shows that a
low level of secondary traumatic stress is associated with a
higher level of vicarious posttraumatic growth only when
people report higher scores on a scale measuring positive
social interactions. There are few possible explanations of
the fact that only positive social interactions play a moder-
ating role in the relationship between secondary traumatic
stress and vicarious posttraumatic growth. First, oppor-
tunity of social disclosure and significant others’ positive
reactions for disclosure is vital for personal posttraumatic
growth (Taku, Tedeschi, Cann, & Calhoun, 2009). In order
to cope with different stressful situations, it is necessary
to confront personal reactions to these situations through
conversations with other people. Second, daily talking pro-
vides the basis for social support for persons exposed to
traumatic events (de Boer et al., 2014). Thirdly, it is possi-
ble that persons with a solid social network are more able to
adopt effective coping strategies when it comes to dealing
with daily stress at the workplace, which in turn promotes
positive outcomes (Prati and Pietrantoni, 2009).

Although not a specific goal of this study, we have iden-
tified the higher level of STS in nurses from pediatrics.
This result is not surprising giving the fact that, accord-
ing to previous studies, working with traumatically injured
or dying children is one of the most stressful situations
nurses may have to cope with (Fernandez, 2011). Although
the constant exposure to all kinds of other trauma has a
negative effect on health care providers, working within
children’s hospitals amplifies this effect (Robins et al.,
2009). Regarding the other specialties, there are both simi-
larities (Dominguez-Gomez & Rutledge, 2009; Quinal et al.,
2009) and discrepancies (Czaja et al., 2012; Duffy et al,,
2014) between the levels of STS identified in this study
and the levels identified in previous studies. For example,
oncology nurses in this study experience twice the level
of STS symptomatology when compared with oncology
nurses in Czaja etal.(2012). Furthermore, the average score

on the STS for this study is also higher than that reported by
Czaja et al. (2012) but lower that those reported by Duffy
et al. (2014) and Dominguez-Gomez and Rutledge (2009).
The overcrowding and the use of psychological debriefing
after trauma exposure could explain these variations. In
this context, we want to mention that the lowest density
of medical professionals and a high workload (Schaferetal.,
2010) characterizes the Romanian health care system.

While this present study contributes to the understand-
ing of vicarious posttraumatic growth by examining its
predictors, we should also mention several limitations.
First, the sample was one of convenience comprised of
nurses from different hospital departments. Although the
exposure to STS can vary across different specialties, there
are not significant differences in the STS symptom preva-
lence among the seven surveyed nursing areas. However,
the number of nurses from each specialty used in this
study could explain the differences between the levels of
STS reported in this study and those identified in previ-
ous studies. A large sample comprised of nurses from only
one specialty may lead to a different level of STS. Because
we could not select an adequate sample only from a sin-
gle unit, we have chosen to form a single sample of nurses,
selected from different units, without differentiating them.
It would be favorable to examine these moderating rela-
tionships using samples that are more specific in order to
identify if there are differences among nurses from differ-
ent hospital units. Second, it is possible that some of the
participants experienced personal traumas some time ago;
therefore, personal growth as aresponse to direct exposure
to trauma can influence their reports of vicarious posttrau-
matic growth. Future research should consider personal
trauma exposure that is likely to affect vicarious posttrau-
matic growth. Third, because of this study’s cross-sectional
research design, it is not possible to discern causal rela-
tionships. Fourth, the study’s participants volunteered to
take part to the study. This can be a limitation, giving the
fact that volunteers may not be representative of the target
population. Therefore, this fact can limit the generalizabil-
ity of the results to other settings and their implications
may be specific only to the sample used in this study. How-
ever, this is a limitation specific to many previous studies,
which also used convenient samples.

As a conclusion, we can mention that the results of this
study contribute to the theoretical and empirical under-
standing of vicarious posttraumatic growth in the nursing
profession, with implications for training and supervision.
Because healthcare workers may be aware of the nega-
tive consequences of vicarious exposure to trauma, but less
conscious of the potential for growth, organizations should
inform them about the multitude of both negative and
positive responses to routine and ongoing trauma expo-
sure. Moreover, organizations and their managers should
acknowledge the risks of indirect trauma for nurses and
healthcare workers in general and should take some pre-
ventive measures. For example, effective nurse mentoring
programs should aim at enhancing specific positive inter-
action skills, like open communication, effective teamwork
and collaboration, as ways of promoting positive social
interactions. They should also educate nurses about the role
of these interactions in fostering vicarious posttraumatic
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growth. Moreover, based on these results, encouraging
nurses in the involvement in diverse relational activities
may also contribute to their personal growth. Supportive
interactions within an individual’s social system, both at
work and outside work, provide important opportunities to
discuss a critical event and find a meaning to what happens.
Because finding meaning in life facilitates the adaptation to
different life events, and even personal growth (Kashdan &
Kane, 2011), we can conclude that establishing and pro-
moting a social support network is a resilience resource
that can buffer the impact of traumatic stress on functional
outcomes.
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