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Abstract
Because military special forces carry out dangerous missions, they are much more exposed to adversities and traumatic 
events compared to other occupational groups. According to Posttraumatic Growth theory, individuals tend to obtain posi-
tive growth through adversities. Moreover, a framework of Psychosocial Gains from Adversity argues not only individual 
changes but also social changes in the group to which the individual belongs are induced. Therefore, the present study aimed 
to explore the adverse experiences of special forces operatives and delineate the positive shift at an individual and social 
level via Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR). Eight individuals serving in special forces at the Korean Army, Navy 
and Air Force were interviewed using a semi-structured protocol. Four domains including 10 categories and 34 subcatego-
ries were identified: (a) Adverse experiences; (b) Personal change; (c) Social change; and (d) Attributes related to adverse 
experience. The findings and clinical implications are discussed in light of growth over facing adversities and interaction 
between personal and social factors.

Keywords Posttraumatic growth · Psychosocial gain from adversity · Special Forces · Consensual qualitative research · 
Military personnel

Introduction

Special Forces are representative army units of South Korea 
established to execute special operations. A special opera-
tion is a mission carried out regardless of war or peacetime 
in order to oversee emergencies or strategic contingencies. 
Operatives are meticulously selected according to physical 

assessment and aptitude test, then go through intense military 
training requiring extreme physical fitness. The Special 
Forces of Korea was founded on the 25th of February, 1950 
with the breakout of the Korean war. It has since been divided 
into Army Special Warfare Command, Underwater Demoli-
tion Team/Sea Air Land (UDT/SEAL), Marine Corps Special 
Reconnaissance Unit (MCSRU), Special Air Force Rescue 
Team (SART) and so on based on the nature of the opera-
tions required by different armed forces (Special Warfare 
Command, 2016). They are also progressing to become 
even further specialized in line with modern warfare 
environment.

Special force operatives must conduct specialized mis-
sions under more extreme circumstances in contrast to regu-
lar soldiers. Such examples demonstrating highly intense 
operations would be conveying reconnaissance missions 
in the middle of enemy grounds with minimal resources 
or recovering to base after an engagement. Because of the 
demanding job facets, special force operatives frequently 
experience adversities, predisposing them to poor mental 
health such as heightened risk of post-traumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD) (Chappelle et al., 2014; Morrow et al., 2013; 
Ogle & Young, 2016). For instance, 11.6% of American 
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Air Force pararescuemen are diagnosed of PTSD, 1.6% of 
depression and 16.1% with insomnia (Morrow et al., 2013). 
Furthermore, in a study of US Air Force Special Tactics 
operators who have experienced being stationed in countries 
such as Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria, 26% of the crew were 
found to be going through high levels of stress and anxiety 
(Ogle & Young, 2016). Military units carrying out special 
missions in general also report increased stress levels or 
burnout (Chappelle et al., 2014). As such, studies indicate 
special forces groups are prone to experiencing physical/
psychological hardships during highly intense training and 
dangerous missions.

Since adversity has been considered to cause psychological 
distress, many studies have focused on clarifying its negative 
influence or therapeutic interventions. However, not only 
overcoming the influence of an adversity but experiencing 
growth in the process is gradually receiving attention. Tedeschi 
and Calhoun (1996) first introduced the term posttraumatic 
growth (PTG) suggesting “people exposed to even the most 
traumatic events may perceive at least some good emerging 
from their struggle with such tragedies” and pioneered its 
research. PTG studies in soldiers have also showed that 
although adversities can induce stress and negative emotions, 
it can also promote resilience (Jackson et al., 2012; Sudom 
et al, 2014), life satisfaction (Feder et al., 2008; Morgan et al., 
2017), mental functioning (Greenberg et al., 2021; Tsai et al., 
2015), and spirituality (Feder et al., 2008).

Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) analyzed previous studies 
and categorized PTG into 5 areas: 1) more appreciation of 
life and changes in values, 2) developing closer and more 
meaningful relationships, 3) perceiving better personal 
strength, 4) becoming aware of new possibilities and oppor-
tunities in life, and 5) more contemplation in fundamental 
existential questions. Qualitative PTG literature in soldiers 
confirms this in the context of military environments, such 
as appreciating life itself (Larick & Graf, 2012; Palmer et al., 
2017), empathizing more (Scott et al., 2011), and being more 
accepting towards change (Palmer et al., 2017). Qualitative 
PTG research also confirmed changes in social relation-
ships, such as a better connection with friends and family 
(Palmer et. al., 2017; Wick & Goff, 2014) or increased sense 
of belonging and fellowship in one’s society (Larik & Graf, 
2012; Scott et al., 2011).

Although PTG can be moderated by a number of vari-
ables, recent studies regarding soldiers consistently empha-
size the importance of a secure social support system in 
facilitating PTG (Mark et al., 2018). Soldiers with stronger 
social network (Tsai et al., 2015), better relationship with 
teammates (Pietrzak et al., 2010) or healthier relationships 
as a couple or with family members (Forstmeier et al., 2009; 
Palmer et al., 2017; Wick & Goff, 2014) experienced more 
PTG. It can indeed be inferred that PTG is a social process 
as much as a personal one, in which the individual going 

through the adversity requires support from close members 
and the community. Therefore, in order to understand the 
experience of growth after an adversity, it is noteworthy to 
explore what social support/systematic factors individuals 
experience during the adversity and growth.

The dominant theories concerning growth following 
adversities are post-traumatic growth, benefit-finding, 
adversarial growth, and stress-related growth, all focusing 
on intrapersonal change (Linley & Joseph, 2004; Park et al., 
1996; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Recently Mancini (2019) 
highlighted the social influence that functions as a protective 
factor and promotes growth, naming the term psychosocial 
gains from adversity (PGA). PGA is a social environment 
which protects individuals from further traumatic events, 
and is formed when a community as a whole suffers from a 
traumatic occurrence such as natural disasters or terrorism. 
The group experiencing the incident receives meaningful 
support from their social environment (Lakey & Orehek, 
2011) and the group members develop trusting relation-
ships, more collaboration, group identity, social interac-
tions, practical conversations, and prosocial actions. This 
forms a prosocial environment, leading to PGA. An impor-
tant point to consider is that PGA can help understand indi-
vidual patterns in reacting to acute stress (Mancini, 2019). 
This is because while PTG mainly focuses on growth gained 
by contemplation after the traumatic event, PGA concen-
trates on the immediate responses of individuals and the 
group. However, despite such implications, PGA has not 
been looked into enough (Andersen et al., 2014; Dickstein 
et al., 2010). For instance, even though marked improvement 
in deployment stress of U.S. soldiers could possibly be a 
result of ‘unit cohesion’ at the deployment site, the subject 
has been relatively neglected in the related body of research 
(Mancini et al., 2016).

Former studies suggest roughly four mechanisms in how 
PGA is driven (Mancini, 2019). An adversity stimulates 
automatic social-affiliative and prosocial behavior (Morgan 
et al., 2011; Putnam, 2002), substantively increases mean-
ingful social interactions (Abrams et al., 2004), promotes a 
cooperative prosocial environment (Didion, 2007; Kaniasty 
& Norris, 2004), and lastly benefits psychological function-
ing (Diener & Seligman, 2002; Lakey & Orehek, 2011). 
Such mechanisms may be well applied to special forces 
groups since they act as a team in all situations. This team 
culture can have a positive influence on operatives adjust-
ing to and overcoming adversities. Soldiers in general are 
required to cooperate with each other relatively more than 
other professions, which can be a catalyst for PGA. Studies 
demonstrating how social support and morale was boosted 
after deployment (Maguen & Litz, 2006), or how unit cohe-
sion and morale was related to lower onset of PTSD symp-
toms (Dickstein et al., 2010) supports the idea. Mitchell et al. 
(2013) witnessed that strong unit cohesion six months after 
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deployment in a foreign country was positively correlated 
to PTG, and Mouthaan et al. (2005) also found tighter bonds 
among soldiers through deployment in foreign nations.

In stressful situations team members will become more 
cohesive and interact more with each other, which can lead 
to better performance as well as subjective well-being. In 
this perspective, not only the personal factors (PTG) of a 
special force operative but social influence (PGA) should be 
examined as well. In other words, factors such as a sense of 
belonging, meaningful interactions between colleagues, or 
an atmosphere giving spirit to the team could induce PTG 
among special forces operatives. However, since research is 
sparse regarding PGA of soldiers, the current study chose 
special forces operatives, who have a high probability of 
going through adversities, as participants. Exploring the per-
sonal growth or social benefits that these individuals experi-
enced after a traumatic experience would contribute in pre-
venting negative effects and invigorating positive changes. 
Therefore, the current study aims to explore both personal 
changes (PTG) and social influence (PGA) for a richer and 
fuller context of the subjective experience of special forces 
operatives as they pass through adverse events.

In this study, we aim to research PTG and PGA of special 
forces operatives who have experienced adversities utilizing 
qualitative methods. Due to a lack of studies focusing on the 
adversities of special forces operatives, and the experience 
of adversities and accompanying change are diverse and spe-
cific to each individual, a qualitative approach was preferred 
to investigate the context and contents of the operatives’ 
PTG and PGA (Habib et al., 2018). The interviews were 
analyzed through consensual qualitative research (CQR). 
CQR is a well established qualitative method that explores 
phenomenological contents with high level of objectivity 
and validity (Hill, 2012). CQR is mainly purposed to extract 
domains (e.g., psychological adversity) and core idea (e.g., 
pathological mental symptoms) based on research team’s 
consensus. We aim to examine what the special forces oper-
atives perceived as a traumatic event, what the perceived 

personal and social changes were after the event, and what 
the implications are in providing a safer environment dur-
ing training and carrying out missions. Moreover, we infer 
personal and social factors for non-soldiers’ post-traumatic 
recovery, growth and adaptation.

Method

Participants

A typically adequate number of participants for CQR ranges 
from 3 to 15 people (Hill, 2012), so a total of eight special 
forces operatives were recruited, all who have served in units 
which take on special missions under the Korean Ministry of 
National Defense (Table 1). Among potential participants, 
only those who answered to have had experienced adversi-
ties during their career were selected. Participants included 
two operatives from Underwater Demolition Team/Sea Air 
Land (UDT/SEAL), two from Marine Corps Reconnaissance 
Battalion (MCRB), two from Special Air force Rescue Team 
(SART), and two from ROK Army Special Warfare Com-
mand (SWC). Participants were deliberately recruited from 
different groups to cover various special forces experiences. 
All participants are males, ranging in age from 26 to 32 
(M = 28.50, SD = 2.78), and service years from 2 to 9 years 
(M = 3.88, SD = 2.23).

Research Team

In this study, an interview and research team of four apprais-
ers (1 female, 3 males; 4 Asian; Age M = 31 SD = 9.38) and 
one supervisor participated in the analysis. The consensual 
team consisted of a doctor in educational counseling who 
had an experience in qualitative research methods and PTSD 
research, with a career as a certified counselor for more 
than 10 years. The other team members were three graduate 
students; one majoring in clinical psychology and two in 

Table 1  Demographic 
characteristics of the eight 
participants

UDT/SEAL = Underwater Demolition Team/Sea Air Land, MCRB = Marine Corps Reconnaissance Battal-
ion, SART = Special Air force Rescue Team, SWC = Army Special Warfare Command

Case Affiliation Age Gender Rank Years 
of ser-
vice

Marital Status Active/Reserve

1 UDT/SEAL 25 M Navy chief petty officer 4 Single Active
2 UDT/SEAL 24 M Navy petty officer 1st Class 4 Single Active
3 ROK-SWC 26 M First Lieutenant 3 Single Reserve
4 SWC 30 M Sergeant First Class 9 Single Active
5 MCRB 27 M Lieutenant 2 Single Reserve
6 SART 31 M Technical Sergeant 3 Married Active
7 SART 31 M Technical Sergeant 4 Married Active
8 MCRB 26 M Lieutenant 2 Single Reserve
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educational counseling, all who served the Korean Army. 
The graduate students had completed coursework and had 
at least one year of experience in counseling. The supervi-
sor was a counseling faculty with more than 30 years of 
counseling experience and a number of research experience 
including CQR research.

Prior to analyzing the data, research team members dis-
cussed biases, stereotypes and expectations. The purpose 
of the discussion was to minimize their influence to the 
analysis procedure to endorse objectivity (Hill et al., 1997, 
2005). There was an agreement that it would be difficult for 
special forces operatives to recognize and express their dif-
ficulties or psychological conditions since the organization 
would have an atmosphere that may pressure members to 
mask their weakness and suppress help-seeking behaviors. 
It was also confirmed that team members had expectations 
for positive changes after an adversity, therefore agreed to 
be cautious and aware so that such bias would not affect the 
interview or analysis process.

Data Collection Process

Data was collected for four months from December 2019 to 
March 2020. During a preparatory stage the research team 
organized semi-structured questions based on existing adver-
sity-related studies. The questions were further revised after 
consultation with the team’s supervisor. Introductory inter-
view questions included demographics, satisfaction with 
current duties, reasons for the current career choice, and 
performed tasks. Main questions were divided into personal 
and social changes after the adverse experience (Table 2). 
In order to explore the adversities related to being a special 
force operative, the interview focused on participants’ physi-
cal and psychological experiences such as training, work 

hours, interpersonal relationships within work and overseas 
dispatch.

Purposive sampling was used since the goal of this study 
was to explore in-depth the experience of subjects exposed 
to a relatively specific task environment. Purposive sam-
pling method is the process of subjectively selecting samples 
considered suitable for research, which may be influenced 
by the bias of researchers but is efficient and suitable for 
qualitative studies investigating a particular group. Two 
UDT/SEAL members, three ROK-SWC members, and two 
ROK-MCRB members were recruited through an acquaint-
ance of a research team member. Two SART members were 
additionally recruited through online social networking ser-
vices. Since one SWC member was prohibited to contact 
civilians due to policies of his troop during the COVID-19 
pandemic, a total of eight people were interviewed. Before 
the process, participants were asked if they had experienced 
adversities during their service, and only if they did were 
they considered as candidates.

Interview procedures followed the method recommended 
by Hill (2012). Before the interview participants were first 
introduced to the process and gave agreement to participate. 
The research team then sent interview questions a week 
before the interview so that participants could prepare. On 
the day of the interview, the research team received addi-
tional written consent for participation to the study and con-
ducted a semi-structured interview. The interviews lasted 
from 90 to 120 min, were all recorded, and were conducted 
by the researchers themselves in an enclosed individual 
space near the participants' military units or residences. 
The recorded files were transcribed, after which all personal 
information were deleted and given unique case numbers.

Table 2  Interview questionnaire

Topic Question

Adverse experience When working as a special forces operative, were there events of adversities that included acute stress, extreme physical 
or psychological pain?

Tell us in detail the adversity that you experienced
Personal Change Have you experienced any psychological changes after the adversity?

After the adversity, were there changes in how you perceive yourself? Were there any changes in how you perceive the 
world?

After the adversity, were there changes in how you approach interpersonal relationships?
After the adversity, were there changes in your philosophical understanding of life?

Psychosocial Change After the adversity, were there changes in interpersonal relationships?
After the adversity, were there changes in thought or beliefs regarding your family, friends or colleagues?
After the adversity, were there changes in how you cooperate with others or help each other to accomplish a task?
After the adversity, were there changes in thoughts or beliefs regarding the team or group you serve in?
After the adversity, were there changes in what or how you communicate with your family, friends or colleagues?
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Data Analysis Process

Analysis was conducted using consensual qualitative 
research (CQR). CQR is a method that allows the research 
team to examine individual experience and attitudes, or 
uncommon incidents in depth (Hill, 2012). In order to 
review details of each special operative’s phenomenologi-
cal experience and analyze the personal, social changes they 
went through, CQR was a good fit as a means to approach 
the topic. Data analysis included the process of extracting 
domains and core categories along with cross analysis to 
reach a consensus in categorization. Lastly, domains were 
labelled based on how frequent it was discovered within the 
data. Analysis results were revised according to feedback 
from the supervisor.

Coding into  Domains and  core ideas Research members 
first independently developed domains by reading through 
the first two cases. Then the domains were revised through 
extensive discussion until a consensus was reached concern-
ing the list of domains. These domains were used to code all 
cases, being revised as any new data emerged which were 
unclassified. The coding process was repeated every time 
the domains were altered. In all meetings, the speaking order 
was altered to hinder any team member becoming too domi-
nant. Finally, four main domains were extracted: Adverse 
experience, Personal change, Social change, and Charac-
teristics related to overcoming the adversity. After mapping 
out the domains, the research team formulated core ideas 
based on the domains. Upon establishing the domains, the 
core ideas were only merged in with members’ consensus.

Auditing of Domains and Core Ideas After coding all data 
(N = 8) and constructing core ideas (i.e., abstracts in fewer 
or more succinct terms) in each domain, an external audi-
tor who is a CQR professional supervised the results. The 
supervisor examined each domain and core idea separately, 
giving feedback to balance out their specificity or abstract-
ness. The domains and core ideas were revised accordingly.

Cross‑Analysis Research members independently created 
categories that reflected the themes present in each domain's 
core ideas. Then after extensive discussions, both offline and 
online, the team came to a consensus with a final list of cat-
egories. Based on recommendation of previous studies such 
as Hill et al. (2005), a category which appeared in all cases 
(N = 8) was considered general, more than 50% (N = 4 ~ 7) 
typical, and less than 50% (N = 2 ~ 3) variant. Categories 
reported only once were excluded from the analysis. Analy-
sis results were revised after consulting with the supervi-
sor in whether each domain was adequately placed in a core 
category, the levels of hierarchy were adequate and consist-
ent, and whether positive perspectives should be taken into 

account. These results were then reviewed by interviewees 
if any data we used were out of context, and consent was 
received to use and publish the data they provided in the 
way it was analysed.

Results

A total of 4 domains, 10 categories, and 34 subcategories 
were extracted upon analysis. Domains are presented in 
Table 3 and its meanings are presented based on the origi-
nal transcript.

Adverse Experience

Participants reported various adverse experiences, mainly 
in training, physical exercise, heavy workload, and stress 
in workplace relationships. These experiences can largely 
be divided into physical and psychological adverse catego-
ries. Physical adversities consisted of one subcategory, yet 
appeared in all cases. In psychological adversities, ‘nega-
tive emotions due to adversities’ was typical while other 
subcategories were variant, which demonstrated the indi-
vidual differences in causes and symptoms of psychologi-
cal adversities between participants.

Physical Adversity

Participants reported physical fatigue from withstanding 
extreme conditions such as sub-zero temperature, starvation, 
132 h sleep deprivation training and 400 km march course. 
Undergoing extreme training resulted in participants passing 
out and being injured.

“It’s like I was really going to die because training was 
so exhausting. It’s a beginner level training, but they 
don’t give you any water or food, and you can’t sleep 
for 132 hours. It’s just endless training...” (case 1)
“The training comes to an end, as long as you hang in 
there and don’t give up. In the end you find yourself 
stronger. One of my teammates kept passing out every 
time he tried to swim 50m underwater. Passing out 
doesn’t happen often, but you need to hold your breath 
until you’re literally on the brink of passing out.” (case 
2)

Psychological Adversity

Categories in psychological adversity were negative emo-
tions from adversity, pathological mental symptoms, and 
intense interpersonal stress during adverse events. Special 



 Current Psychology

1 3

forces operatives experienced excessive stress during tough 
training that was intended to drive them into an extreme 
psychological state in order to improve their mental resil-
ience. They went through negative emotions such as fear of 
training and shame when they failed to complete the train-
ing course successfully. They also developed dissociative 
symptoms and hallucinations due to physical pain and sleep 
deprivation.

“For example, I can't sleep for about 120 hours in the 
middle (of training). They don’t let us sleep. If some-
one closes his eyes to doze off, he gets punished. …… 
So I had this hallucination at some point that I was 

home. My mom opened the door and told me to come 
in, my sister was there too, and I was about to take off 
my clothes, take a shower and wash up. During the 
hallucination I was walking but I didn’t realize that I 
was in training, I thought I was walking around home. 
And when I came to my senses I finally realized that it 
was just a hallucination.” (case 5)

Special forces operatives experienced stress not only from 
extreme physical and psychological environments but also 
interpersonal relationships. There were cases of supporting 
and helping each other during the adversities, but in oth-
ers, individuals became self-centered resulting in conflicts 

Table 3  Categories, category, subcategory related to special forces’ adverse experience

Domain Category Subcategory Frequency

Adverse experience Physical adversity Extreme physical fatigue due to physical training and intensive training General(8)
Psychological adversity Negative emotions due to adversity Typical(4)

Pathological mental symptoms Variant(3)
Intense interpersonal stress Variant(3)
Mental stress due to excessive work Variant(2)
Mental stress in the situation of being dispatched Variant(2)
Burnout Variant(2)
Stress due to high responsibility Variant(2)

Personal
change

Change in values Can-do spirit Typical(4)
Challenging spirit Variant(2)
Having a positive perspective Variant(2)

Organizational and occupa-
tional changes

Having pride and affection for the organization Typical(4)
Increased professional competence Variant(3)

Personality change Improved confidence Variant(2)
Strengthened responsibility Variant(2)
Understanding oneself better Variant(2)

Interpersonal change Better sympathizing with others’ difficulties Variant(2)
More efficiently resolving interpersonal conflicts Variant(2)

Social
change

Positive social change Being recognized and supported by colleagues and family members Typical(6)
Enduring difficulties by uniting with each other Typical(5)
Exchanging practical help between colleagues Typical(5)
Forming a sense of bonding Typical(5)
Forming brotherhood and trust Typical(4)
Sharing difficulties, giving advice and support Typical(4)
Growth by modeling each other Variant(3)

Negative social change Becoming harsh and inconsiderate to peers Variant(3)
Attributes related to 

adverse experience
Personal factors Lack of self-disclosure regarding hardships Typical(5)

Hardiness Typical(5)
Challenging spirit Variant(3)
High responsibility Variant(2)

Environmental Factors Emphasizing hardiness Typical(4)
Horizontal organizational culture Variant(3)
Atmosphere of acknowledging each other's hardships Variant(2)
Openly sharing opinions Variant(2)
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between superiors and subordinates. In addition, variant sub-
categories included experiencing great mental stress due to 
excessive workload or being dispatched to another country, 
excessive stress due to high responsibility or burnout after 
training and work. In the case of experiencing burnout, the 
participants went through falling into a slump, binge eating, 
lethargy, and losing motivation to serve, thinking of retiring.

“People become really vicious in extreme situations. 
Their selfish nature is revealed. So it's really hard, 
because of conflicts between people.” (case 1)
“My mind went totally blank, for about two months 
after the training. I didn’t want to do anything. I felt 
like a completely dry rag, like someone had used a 
machine instead of using hands. The rag stands for my 
willingness, and the water that’s supposed to be soak-
ing the rag was my motivation.” (case 5)

Personal Change

In the domain of personal change, 4 categories and 10 sub-
categories were extracted. 2 subcategories were typical and 
the other 8 subcategories were variant, which means special 
forces operatives experienced diverse personal changes.

Change in Values

First, within changes in values, it was reported that through 
the adverse experience, participants gained a ‘Can-do 
spirit’- a challenging and positive attitude. Half of the par-
ticipants had come to believe that they can overcome any-
thing through experiencing and overcoming physical and 
psychological adversities. Statement of Case 1, "Even if you 
think you’ll die in the process, you can actually go through 
it if you try", "I won’t die no matter how hurt and torn apart 
you are, I can do it if I just give it a try", and that of case 5, 
"I used to feel scared and burdened, but now I believe with 
enough time I can do anything", "I can do it because I know 
I'm not weak." are good examples illustrating this change. 
In addition, adversities greatly influenced each individual’s 
values, such as case 2 who continued to progress towards his 
challenging goal despite wanting to give up, and case 5 who 
learned to see difficult situations in a more positive perspec-
tive rather than complaining. Case 3 in particular interpreted 
his adverse event positively. His statement, “It was nice to 
have so many special experiences.……Yes it was very hard 
in the process, but it was a great experience in the end.” is a 
good example of PTG.

“It’s difficult. Very, very difficult. I thought of giving 
up hundreds of times. But looking back on what I went 
through……if there’s something I want to do I have 

to do it anyways. The answer is already there. I can’t 
not do it.” (case 2)
“I ended up not using the word “hard”. If you use the 
expression “it’s hard for me”, you weaken yourself and 
you’re admitting that you’re weak. Instead I say “it’s 
not easy”.……There may be individual differences, 
but I try to be positive in such situations. Because if 
you don’t you can’t hold on.” (case 5)

Organizational and Occupational Changes

Half of the participants reported they gained great pride as 
a member of their group and affection for their organiza-
tion after experiencing adversities. Not only their personal 
growth but also the recognition and respect from the people 
around them contributed to taking pride in their organiza-
tions. Case 1 reported about this dignity, saying "After the 
dispatch I felt indifferent because it was natural for special 
forces to be sent overseas. But people around me recognized 
me more.……It also made my life as a special forces opera-
tive a bit more enjoyable ". Case 7 also stated, "I’m a special 
forces operative of the Air Force. So, there is more to talk 
about, and the Air Force members are proud of us too, the 
rescue team," expressing pride originating from Air Force 
members respecting the rescue team. Case 1 who reported 
his experience of being dispatched as an adversity, reported 
gaining a lot of pride through the experience. Case 6 referred 
to a sense of belonging as a UDT/SEAL member, especially 
during events when he was with other military groups. He 
also mentioned the UDT/SEAL beret as an insignia which 
is given only after completing immense training. Affection 
for their organization beyond pride as a member was most 
evident in Case 2, while Case 3 reported that the adversity 
made him not only feel pride and affection for his organiza-
tion, but also more professionally competent.

“Being dispatched involves an anti-terrorism opera-
tion. I can improve my expertise in such jobs because 
you train and shoot every day. And I think it led me to 
have a lot of pride in myself.” (case 1)
“I'm going to get discharged from here in February 
and I think I'll shed a lot of tears. In the 24 years of my 
whole life, this is where I poured all my passion and 
enthusiasm into. I served where such people were my 
colleagues.…… I love my unit, UDT so much. I have 
so much pride in it.” (case 2)

Personality and Interpersonal Changes

Subcategories in personality changes and interpersonal 
changes are all variant, each appearing in two cases. Person-
ality changes reported by participants showed subcategories 
such as building confidence, strengthening responsibility, 
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and better self-understanding. In the case of better self-
understanding, case 2 reported that being dispatched gave 
him an insight of how open and free-spirited himself was, 
while case 8 reported that through his experience as a pla-
toon leader he was able to understand and lay down his infe-
riority complex originating from his relatively small build.

In interpersonal changes, there were cases where people 
could better sympathize with other people’s difficulties, and 
resolve interpersonal conflicts more effectively. The fact 
that participants gained personal growth regarding interper-
sonal relationships in a relatively inflexible military culture 
is particularly notable. Experiences of better understand-
ing the difficulties of team members helped the participants 
to be more sympathetic to others. Effective resolution of 
interpersonal conflicts included an increase in the ability 
to communicate issues that members did not share before. 
For instance, case 3 reported an experience of talking to his 
captain, saying “I knocked on his door, a bundle of nerves. 
I explained my situation first, this and that, then I told him 
how I was disappointed in some matters and the captain was 
cool about that. The conversation ended well. He took care 
of work in a better way.”

Social Changes

Because subcategories of social changes are more typical 
compared to personal changes, they were more consist-
ently reported among participants. Seven subcategories 
were included in positive relationship changes while one 
was included in negative relationship changes. All subcat-
egories except for one were typical in positive relationship 
changes. The subcategory in negative relationship changes 
was varied.

Positive Relationship Changes

The most frequently reported change was being recognized 
and supported by colleagues and family members. Partici-
pants reported that support of parents or colleagues was 
helpful in overcoming adversities and after the adversity they 
received recognition from people around them. For instance, 
case 8 reported that he went through severe stress and anxi-
ety when he was first placed as an officer, which was reduced 
owing to the support of friends, colleagues and family mem-
bers. A notable aspect is that because special forces opera-
tives mostly did not expect their family members or spouse 
to understand what sort of difficulties they went through 
and also did not want to make them worry, peers were usu-
ally sought for such issues. However, case 7 reported that 
because his father-in-law worked as a non-commissioned 
officer in the Air Force he actively asked and understood 
what the participant was going through. Most participants 
also reported that after overcoming their adversities many 

people recognized their effort and respected them. Family 
members were proud of them for overcoming and complet-
ing their hardships, while peers credited their effort as well.

“I was really nervous at first. Being yelled at without 
even knowing why for over a month, feeling guilty 
and unqualified… But after a couple months people 
comforted me a lot saying ‘That job is very challeng-
ing to everyone. You should be proud of yourself by 
just hanging in there’. And I became less afraid during 
training as well because I knew to what extent I was 
capable. I wasn’t anxious anymore because I knew it 
wasn’t my fault.” (Case 8)

There were also social changes in the process of endur-
ing and overcoming an adversity. Special forces operatives 
reported that uniting among peers, exchanging practical help 
between colleagues, sharing difficulties, giving advice and 
support, and modeling others for improvement were very 
helpful in overcoming adversities. First, when participants 
felt overwhelmed and wanted to quit during adverse expe-
riences, they developed a sense of unity with their peers 
by encouraging one another to stay together and hold on. 
Also lending a hand while training or giving necessary help 
to each other such as teaching swimming was reported to 
help endure adversities in multiple cases. Participants addi-
tionally reported expressing their difficulties and seeking 
support and advice to group members. Modeling other peo-
ple’s behavior such as helping a peer or endeavoring to finish 
training despite passing out was also helpful.

“There was a thing where you had to spend 3 nights 
without sleeping. It was called ‘combat experiment’ 
where you need to, well experiment and all the impor-
tant officers had to participate. At a point some people 
said ‘what the heck let’s do it’, ‘we can do it together’ 
and from there we pushed ahead really well.” (Case 3)
“I wasn’t good at sea swimming but I had to complete 
the 3.2km course within 2 hours. I couldn’t make it in 
time. That is why I was really thankful when people 
helped by pushing me from behind. Even though we 
were all assessed individually and it was a competi-
tion.” (Case 8)

Similar to the aforementioned situations, typical changes 
such as a sense of bonding or brotherhood and trust also 
appeared as a result of positive influence on one another 
through social relationships. Case 1 who is a member of 
UDT/SEAL explained that soldiers, non-commissioned 
officers and officers all receive beginner level training 
together and as people drop out, the remainders bond more 
and more with each other. Case 4 also commented he is very 
thankful to his team members who were nice to him. Build-
ing trust as they overcame training with a high dropout rate 
together was typical as well. Because the job description of 
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special forces groups is very dangerous and life threatening, 
knowing that they can trust their colleague in a mission is 
crucial. Case 1 reported “we really need a brother-in-arms 
whom we can trust to cover our back during a mission” 
and emphasized “The most important thing for the team is 
whether they can entrust their blind spots to each other”. 
This job characteristic influenced training drills to require a 
lot of teamwork and contribute to building up trust.

Negative Relationship Changes

Even though positive changes were mostly reported, 3 cases 
reported negative changes. Seeing that adversities induced 
much stress, participants grew apart with certain people who 
tried to avoid training, became burnt-out and could not be 
considerate of other people. People would get more easily 
irritated and this led to colleagues blaming or ignoring each 
other in some circumstances.

Characteristics Related to Overcoming Adversities

Lastly, the fourth domain is the characteristics related to 
overcoming adversities and leading to positive changes, 
which was not the main research question but was mentioned 
repeatedly in various context during the interviews. It was 
included in the analysis because factors such as character-
istics of the individual or the organization were considered 
meaningful in understanding how special forces operatives 
overcome adversities and gain personal growth. Characteris-
tics related to overcoming adversities were categorized into 
personal factors of special forces operatives and environ-
mental characteristics of which the team was situated in.

Personal Factors

Four subcategories arose as personal factors of special 
forces operatives, mainly being one’s personality character-
istics. Typical subcategories were the lack of self-disclosure 
regarding hardships and hardiness. Lack of self-disclosure 
regarding hardships was not because operatives did not 
want parents or close friends to be affected but because they 
simply did not feel the need to do so. This aspect was also 
related to hardiness, since some participants saw openly dis-
cussing their hardships as a sign of weakness. Participants 
with hardiness did not give up in strenuous situations and 
tried to complete their task as much as possible. This char-
acteristic influenced them to not rely on others or give up 
during an adversity but to try to endure by themselves.

“So… I never told much to anybody. Just keep things 
to myself. This is my task and it is my responsibil-
ity. (...) I don’t really express it when something really 

weighs down on me. Even if it’s hard, it’s a good expe-
rience when I eventually overcome it right?” (case 3)

Variant categories were a challenging spirit (3 cases) 
and high responsibility (2 cases). A challenging spirit was 
related to choosing special forces as the participants’ career. 
High responsibility was not typical but influenced partici-
pants to endure difficult missions and training.

“Yes. I’ve always been a responsible person since I 
was little. Maybe it was because my parents always 
said ‘you always get it done when you say so’, but I 
feel whenever I say I would take care of something 
I need to do it one way or the other, or else I’d feel 
incompetent.” (case 8)

Environmental Characteristics

Characteristics of the team that influenced how participants 
overcome adversities were emphasizing hardiness, a hori-
zontal organizational culture, promoting to acknowledge 
each other’s hardships, and openly sharing opinions for 
personal development. A culture that emphasizes hardiness 
was the only typical subcategory, showing special forces 
operatives had to be physically and psychologically tough in 
order to carry out missions. Candidates were selected based 
on how tough they were, which was further strengthened by 
breaking through their limits by training.

“An ambulance always accompanies us because it’s 
the law but the mindset they teach us goes like this: 
You don’t ride the ambulance unless your body parts 
fly away more than several feet. They teach us grit, to 
endure until the end.. It’s something like, ‘you do it 
until you get it done’.” (case 1)

The environment surrounding Special Forces operatives 
not only emphasized hardiness but also credited members 
who completed training and overcame their limits. Also, 
unlike the general notion of a highly vertical organiza-
tional culture existing in the army, in order to effectively 
train operatives and carry out missions, a culture was 
formed where members shared feedback such as opinions 
and advice regardless of rank differences. Such horizontal 
organizational culture was a factor enabling operatives to 
improve themselves and endure a dangerous and extreme 
environment.

“Oh, we’re not authoritative at all. Our seniors always 
say everybody’s the same in front of a bullet……Even 
the newest juniors always speak out their mind to sen-
iors, even to people who have trained over 20 years. 
Of course, they put it mildly but definitely deliver their 
opinions, like how the seniors are doing things wrong, 
how things should be done differently. And seniors 
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always keep their ears open, so that they can improve.” 
(case 2)

Discussion

The present study qualitatively explored the adversities 
of Korean special forces operatives, their personal/social 
changes after adversities, and characteristics that were 
helpful in overcoming them. Regarding physical adversi-
ties, all participants reported extreme physical fatigue due to 
intense training and workout routines which well underlined 
the characteristics of a special forces operative, that such 
adversities are part of their job but also a trigger of acute 
stress. Psychological adversities were relatively diverse com-
pared to physical adversities. During training and undergo-
ing missions, participants experienced trauma-related emo-
tions, dissociation, or hallucinations. Also, interpersonal 
conflicts during extreme conditions incited stress, burnout 
and slumps. Compared to previous PTG studies which listed 
stress or traumatic events as bereavement, accident, disaster, 
physical disease, sexual abuse, or war (Linley & Joseph, 
2004), adverse experiences found in this study were differ-
ent such as burnout due to extreme training and workload 
or interpersonal conflicts during extreme conditions. How-
ever according to Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995), traumatic 
events are operationally defined not by the objective features 
they possess but based on the subjective perceptions and 
negative psychological reactions accompanied by related 
experiences. Such definition focuses on the importance of 
subjective experience and individual differences in reacting 
to it. Furthermore, PTG theory entails the traumatic events 
are so challenging that it can potentially destabilize one’s 
environment including all internal and external resources, 
along with the personal schema used to understand the world 
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995). 
In this study, all participants reported negative valences or 
intense psychological reactions towards the traumatic events 
followed by changes in personal schemas reinforcing how 
these experiences could be understood as adversities.

The psychological adversities Korean special forces expe-
rienced were mainly emotional and psychological symp-
toms caused by excessive stress during extremely intense 
training. This is similar to emotional symptoms individuals 
experience after a trauma. Individuals who have suffered 
traumatic events experience a variety of emotions such as a 
sense of betrayal, self-criticism, fear, alienation, anger, and 
shame (DePrince et al., 2010). Since participants reported 
self-criticism, fear and shame, it can be seen that the events 
during training and work were perceived as traumatic events. 
In addition, Special Forces operatives reported dissociations 
and visual auditory hallucinations during training which is 
in line with previous studies showing soldiers that undergo 

intense training or extreme missions experience similar brief 
psychotic episodes (Arens, 2015; Eid & Morgan, 2006).

Personal changes participants experienced after the adver-
sity were changes in values, organizational and occupational 
changes, personality changes, and interpersonal changes. 
Changes in values included a can-do spirit, challenging 
spirit, and a positive attitude. Participants expressed more 
pride and affection for their organization, and increased pro-
fessional competency. Moreover, participants gained more 
confidence, became more responsible, and had a deeper 
understanding of oneself. It seems that on account of expe-
riencing the adversity operatives faced their own fragility 
and weakness, and by overcoming the crisis they became 
a better version of themselves, gaining a realistic but also 
challenging attitude towards life (Habib et al., 2018; Morgan 
et al., 2017). Such process has been well documented by 
numerous studies (Palmer et al., 2017; Pietrzak et al., 2010).

Changes in interpersonal relationships included resolv-
ing conflicts more efficiently, and better sympathizing with 
other’s weakness or pain. Changes in interpersonal relation-
ships presented by Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) include 
growth of interpersonal interactions and becoming more 
intimate with those who were under the same adverse expe-
rience. Indeed, participants more apt in resolving conflicts 
would engage in more interactions with others, leading to 
a better relationship. Previous qualitative studies of PTG in 
soldiers have also shown similar results such as a stronger 
sense of belonging (Habib et al., 2018) and affection for their 
team (Larick & Graf, 2012; Scott et al., 2011). Current study 
results reporting a positive interpersonal change not only in 
friends or family but also team members support the sugges-
tion that PTG can enhance teamwork (Peterson et al., 2008).

Interestingly, no changes in philosophical and spiritual 
understandings of life were mentioned by the participants. 
An adversity or traumatic event experienced by the general 
public is greatly shocking and stressful due to its unex-
pectedness (Lowell et al., 2018), and that leads for them 
to change their life attitude and religious faith (Barrington 
& Shakespeare-Finch, 2013; Shaw et al., 2005). However, 
the event experienced by special forces operatives is highly 
stressful yet predictable and given by choice, making it dif-
ficult to lead to existential contemplation. A participant who 
had a near-death experience while being dispatched reported 
that it wasn’t considered a traumatic experience because he 
“did not think any of us would survive during wartime" 
(Case 1). Because they are trained and mentally prepared 
for death or injuries during drills or actual missions, adver-
sities may be perceived differently compared to near-death 
experiences in daily life. These work characteristics may 
explain the unique experience of operatives in comparison to 
others suffering from near-death experiences. Another possi-
ble explanation is that soldiers tend to rely on personal men-
tal toughness compared to spirituality or religious beliefs 
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(Maddi et al., 2006). This could have contributed to the lack 
of change in philosophical or spiritual viewpoints.

With regards to social changes, most reported positive 
changes such as recognition and support form co-work-
ers, friends and family members, becoming more united, 
exchanging practical help and advice, a sense of bond-
ing, and developing comradeship and trust. Special forces 
operatives recognized that this change had a great impact in 
enduring and overcoming their adversities. This corresponds 
to precious studies showing that after an adversity there is an 
increase in prosocial behavior (Morgan et al., 2011; Putnam, 
2002), meaningful interactions (Abrams et al., 2004) and 
development of a cooperative environment (Didion, 2007; 
Kaniasty & Norris, 2004). This shows that special forces 
operatives can gain psychological benefits through prosocial 
behavior and overcome adversities even in an environment 
where people are prone to becoming harsher to each other.

Although it was not a major research question in this 
study, analysis revealed characteristics associated with 
overcoming adversities which were divided into personal 
and environmental factors. Personal factors were related to 
individual personality, which were lack of self-disclosure 
regarding hardships, hardiness, a challenging spirit, and 
being responsible. It can indeed be understood that special 
forces operatives tend to face and try to overcome adversi-
ties rather than avoiding it or seeking alternatives. Environ-
mental factors were characteristics of special forces groups, 
emphasizing not only hardiness but also horizontal interac-
tions for sharing thoughts and opinions, and acknowledging 
each other’s hardships. These results illustrate that along 
with personal factors helpful in overcoming adversities and 
leading to personal growth, it is possible to cultivate an envi-
ronment that promotes such process. For organizations that 
inevitably induce adversities or traumatic events due to the 
nature of their jobs, it seems necessary to help members 
understand such hardships can be subdued, and cultivate 
a horizontal organizational culture to induce supportive 
interactions.

The results of this study have clinical implications in cre-
ating pre-emptive interventions to help individuals cope and 
gain from an adversity. According to Aldwin et al. (1996), 
whether PTG or psychopathology such as posttraumatic 
stress disorder occurs depend on how victims manage stress. 
Similarly, PTG and PGA experienced by special forces oper-
atives after adversities can present new perspectives to those 
who have developed negative beliefs concerning themselves 
and the world. For example, those who are experiencing 
intense negative emotions due to an adversity can start heal-
ing by learning that an adversity and trauma are not just 
painful, but can also lead to a more positive view of one-
self and the world, increase challenging spirit, confidence, 
responsibility, sympathy in others, and conflict resolving 
skills. In addition, learning that it is necessary to receive 

help or have meaningful interactions with others rather than 
endeavoring by themselves can be helpful. In counseling, 
exploring and confirming positive aspects of the adversity 
experience can help the reappraisal process for clients.

Given that a steady social network of relationships in the 
course of adversity can help in overcoming it (Guay et al., 
2006), the results also suggest implications regarding the 
military's communication culture. In general, the military 
has strict hierarchies and restrained communication, and this 
culture urges individuals to overcome an adversity by one-
self without receiving help (Lynn, 2011). However accord-
ing to current results, social resources that helped overcome 
adversities were meaningful communication, pro-social sup-
port and social affiliative behaviors, as Mancini (2019) sug-
gested. Therefore, in order to increase resilience and adapt-
ability of military personnel, horizontal communication and 
meaningful interactions need to be emphasized even in a 
strictly hierarchical organizational culture by establishing a 
safe atmosphere to communicate with colleagues.

Research exploring PTG or PGA not only have implica-
tions in individual intervention to overcome an adversity 
and gain personal growth, but also in preventing psycho-
pathology from a community-based, society level. Histori-
cally many countries have experienced a variety of national 
disasters and made great efforts to recover and rebuild 
from the debris. Global adversities include the earthquake 
of San Francisco (1906), Halifax explosion (1917), Ohio 
River flood (1937), 9/11 terror attack (2001) and the recent 
COVID-19 pandemic. Even in tragic events such as natu-
ral disasters individuals can adapt through social support 
(Calo-Blanco et al., 2017; Hawdon & Ryan, 2011). Despite 
the decrease in face-to-face social interactions due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, people are currently adapting to the 
change in environment by utilizing various technology to 
strengthen social cohesion (Prati & Mancini, 2021). It is a 
model example demonstrating that not only the individual’s 
endeavor but the effort of the community can be important 
in enhancing PGA. In such situations, it is necessary to not 
only consider individual coping but also what measures are 
to be made in a social level in order to promote the recovery 
of its members.

The present study illustrates that participants increased 
cooperation and social interactions such as intimate conver-
sations, support and advice during adversities. Therefore, 
nurturing a system that enhances more intimate and con-
structive interactions among society or community mem-
bers can be beneficial. Not only at a national level but also 
for companies and organizations which are going through 
adversities, establishing an organizational culture promoting 
cooperation, meaningful interactions and horizontal commu-
nication will lay the foundation in overcoming such events.

Although this study has meaningful clinical and social 
implications, there are limitations in generalizing the results 
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due to the unique nature of participants’ careers. Since it 
was the decision of special forces operatives themselves to 
enlist and go through extreme training in order to be com-
missioned and pursue a career that includes life-threatening 
environments, their attitude of coping with adversities may 
not be typical. Furthermore, the relatively small number of 
participants due to restrictions of special forces groups can 
also be a limitation.

It is notable that 21 of the 34 subcategories were vari-
ant, meaning that the study was able to capture unique, rich 
adversities and growth of Korean special forces operatives. 
However, CQR recommends at least 10 participants for 
dividing groups into subgroups (e.g., high prosocial group 
vs low prosocial group) which can enrich the results (Hill, 
2012). Since this study had only 8 participants, analysis in 
distinguishable features among the reported experiences was 
limited. Lastly, because the focus of this research was not in 
quantifying the intensity of the adverse event or PTG but the 
exploration of the personal experience itself, our study did 
not use quantitative measurement tools (Nguyen et al., 2014; 
Nivala & Sarvimäki, 2015). Although exploring unique 
experiences by utilizing a qualitative research method served 
as an advantage, we did not use quantitative measurements 
using a validated scale to objectify their experience.

Further studies regarding adversities need to diversify 
participants to generalize the reported experience. Exploring 
subjects with different sex, age, culture, occupation, physi-
cal features, family relationships, and diseases will produce 
more generalizable results leading to stronger clinical and 
social implications. Furthermore, quantitative studies exam-
ining adverse experience with a larger population can shed 
light upon the relationship in factors related to overcoming 
adversities and gaining personal growth. This can especially 
be helpful in managing and preventing negative outcomes of 
adversities in a national level, by exploring changes society 
members experienced during and after such events.
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