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ABSTRACT

The exposure of childhood trauma is widespread in societies globally. Despite exhaustive research on post-
traumatic stress disorder following these traumas, less is known about the post-traumatic growth that can transpire
from such experiences. Thus, this study seeks to explore the various external resources utilised to achieve post-
traumatic growth by emerging adults with childhood trauma and provide an in-depth exploration of their lived
experiences in Klang Valley, Malaysia. This study employed a phenomenological approach within a basic
qualitative research design. Eight participants aged between 18 and 29 were recruited through purposive and
snowball sampling methods, and one-on-one semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather the data.
Thematic analysis of the interview transcripts verbatim revealed five emerging themes: (1) Social Support:
encompassing social networks and professional services; (2) Creative Outlet: entails activities like journalling and
other personal hobbies, (3) Catalyst for Change: refers to the facilitation of progress and adaptation to make
meaningful changes despite challenges, (4) Protective Factor: highlights elements that safeguard individuals
through healthy coping mechanisms, and (5) Setback in Seeking Support: identifying barriers such as stigma and
financial limitations. The findings may help educate counsellors in providing tailored programs that support
individuals who may need assistance in emotional adjustment and facilitate effective coping with trauma-related
challenges. A key limitation is the potential bias from retrospective reporting, as participants’ recollections may
be influenced by hindsight and memory biases when reflecting on past events. To address this issue, conducting
longitudinal studies would provide a more comprehensive understanding of the lived experiences of individuals
with childhood trauma.
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INTRODUCTION

Childhood trauma is acknowledged as a substantial determinant shaping an individual's psychological well-being
and life trajectory (De Bellis & Zisk, 2014). Childhood adversities and trauma significantly increase the risk of
developing anxiety and depressive disorders in adulthood, and their impact extends beyond mental health,
affecting biological processes such as stress system dysregulation, accelerated biological aging, and brain
alterations (Kuzminskaite et al., 2021). These early experiences can lead to emotion dysregulation, which mediates
the relationship between adverse childhood experiences and anxiety symptoms (Poole et al., 2017).

Existing research establishes a connection between adverse childhood experiences, which include traumatic
events and maltreatment, and their detrimental effects on the mental well-being of individuals from adolescence
into adulthood (Hughes et al., 2017). In a regional study in Singapore, children experiencing severe maltreatment
and trauma during their formative years face an increased risk of early-onset mental disorders, engage in health-
compromising behaviors, and exhibit poorer social, educational, and vocational outcomes during adolescence and
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adulthood (Devi et al., 2019). Research also highlights that gender has a strong influence on help-seeking
behaviors, the behaviour of seeking help, with women generally being more likely than men to seek psychological
and general health services (Shawcroft & Coyne, 2022). This gender difference may be attributed to media
representations of masculinity, which are associated with emotional repression, strength, and independence
(Shawcroft & Coyne, 2022).

Formation of identities persists throughout emerging adulthood, usually between the ages of 18 and 29 (Arnett,
2015). The developmental phase known as emerging adulthood is marked by a variety of traits, including self-
awareness, a tendency to straddle social roles and responsibilities, an experience of being somewhere between
childlike adolescence and capable adulthood, opportunities and optimism for the future, and identity exploration;
experimenting with different ideas about what kind of individual to become and what kind of life one wants to
live (Syed, 2015). Before adopting any lasting decisions in life, individuals, particularly those enrolled in college,
tend to consider various options for their identities and to investigate other life paths more than at any other stage
of development (Arnett, 2000).

Previous literature asserted that traumatic experiences could impact identity formation, which could lead
individuals to scrutinise and reassess their existing identity commitments, potentially giving rise to identity
diffusion (Berman et al., 2020). Nonetheless, contradictory results have emerged from recent studies examining
the relationship between trauma and identity in teenage populations. For instance, no connections between identity
processes and stressful life events were found in the general population (de Moor et al., 2019). On the other hand,
instances of physical and emotional neglect, together with sexual and emotional abuse, were linked to dispersed
and more unfavourable identity outcomes among teenage psychiatric patients (Penner et al., 2019). Furthermore,
negative correlations between stressful life experiences and future career-related commitment were found in a
mixed sample of emerging adults and teenagers (van Doeselaar et al., 2019). Nevertheless, qualitative research
suggests that in young adulthood, post-trauma, identity formation is shaped by the lens of traumatic experiences,
influencing self-understanding in both detrimental and beneficial ways (van Doeselaar et al., 2019).

Experiencing challenging or traumatic life events is recognised as a fundamental mechanism driving what
Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) have termed "positive psychological change" (p.1). This positive change, referred
to as post-traumatic growth (PTG), manifests in five areas: finding new opportunities in life, enhancing
relationships with others, subjectively feeling more empowered, developing a greater appreciation for life, and
going through spiritual development (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Some research focusing on PTG have
specifically examined traumatic experiences, which are distinguished by exposure to actual or threatened death,
serious injury, or sexual violence, either through direct experience, witnessing, learning that the event happened
to a loved one, or experiencing extreme exposure to distressing details (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
The psychological process emerging from adversity is demanding and may necessitate individual, interpersonal,
and sociocultural characteristics (Tedeschi et al., 2018).

Moreover, research indicates that children facing adversity can develop resilience as they transition into emerging
adulthood, primarily due to support from their social networks (Leung et al., 2020). In this context, resilience and
PTG are interconnected, as both are essential for trauma recovery, with resilience facilitating coping and PTG
fostering positive transformation following adversity. Resilience, characterised as the capacity and extent to which
an individual can endure the negative impacts of adversity and recover to achieve a satisfactory state, promotes
adjustment through growth, flexibility, and foresight (Southwick et al., 2014). The rate of physical maturation is
different from that of emotional and cognitive maturation, by which, the limbic and prefrontal cortex in the brain
is not fully developed in younger individuals compared to adults (Agosmustaram & Cheang, 2023). Research on
PTG and resilience in childhood trauma reveals complex relationships between these two variables. Resilience
mediates the effect of post-traumatic stress symptoms on PTG, with childhood trauma moderating this mediation
(Lee et al., 2020), whereas emotional resilience and event centrality mediate PTG following adverse childhood
experiences (Tranter et al., 2020). Protective factors associated with resilience and PTG include family support,
optimism, and positive religious coping (Schaefer et al., 2018).

Cultural variations affect the emotional implications of receiving support, with European Americans anticipating
feelings of self-esteem and pride, while Japanese anticipate shame and guilt, with these differences mediated by
influence and adjustment goals, respectively (Ishii et al., 2017). Individuals from Western individualistic cultures,
such as Australia and the United States, perceive the self as independent, distinctive, and value personal goals
(Markus & Kitayama, 2010). Furthermore, individuals from collectivistic cultures are more cautious about
disturbing their social networks when seeking support (Kim et al., 2006). Conversely, individuals from Asian
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collectivistic cultures, like Malaysia and China, view the self as interdependent, closely connected with others,
and prioritize relationship harmony (Markus & Kitayama, 2010). These cultural distinctions have a notable impact
on interpersonal interactions, influencing the decision to seek support, the way support is sought, the choice of
individuals from whom support is sought, and the associated advantages and drawbacks of seeking support.

The theoretical framework guiding this study is the Social Support Theory and the Resilience Theory. Social
Support Theory emphasises the social relationships that help aid one’s health and/or wellbeing (Drageset, 2021).
According to literature, social support, encompassing tangible assistance, informational aid, emotional
encouragement, esteem support, and peer support, serves as a buffer against the negative effects of stress and
trauma, promoting psychological well-being (Drageset, 2021). Complementing this is the resilience theory, which
focuses on individuals’ capacity to adapt positively despite significant adversity (Zimmerman, 2013). It highlights
the dynamic processes that enable individuals to maintain or regain mental health in the face of hardship,
emphasizing internal strengths and external protective factors (Zimmerman, 2013). Taken together, these theories
offer a sound framework for exploring how resilience and supportive relationships contribute to post-traumatic
growth among emerging adults who have experienced childhood trauma (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Theoretical Framework for Posttraumatic Growth

BACKGROUND OF STUDY

The exposure to traumatic experiences is widespread, transcending gender, age, race, ethnicity, and sexual
orientation (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). In Malaysia, a substantial portion of adolescents have
encountered childhood trauma (Ghazali et al., 2017). Statistics indicate that the lifelong rampancy for emotional
abuse spread from 13.5% to 72.3% and 1.8% to 63.3% for physical abuse (Cheah et al., 2016), and the
predominance of childhood abuse, mainly resulting from parental physical maltreatment, is notably prevalent in
Malaysia (Ahmed et al., 2015). Moreover, the impact of childhood trauma is a noteworthy issue, carrying
potentially severe repercussions. Bakken (2022) suggests that childhood trauma, marked by a deficiency in
empathetic and nurturing emotional support during crucial developmental stages, is closely associated with
increased stress within social relationships. This connection might contribute to the development of psychological
issues in adulthood, encompassing conditions like anxiety disorders, depression, and heightened vulnerability to
emotional dysregulation (Jayawickreme et al., 2020).
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While the adverse effects of trauma have been extensively studied, recent research has shifted focus to exploring
positive transformations in individuals following trauma, originating the concept of post-traumatic growth (PTG)
(Cho & Park, 2013). PTG is characterized by individuals exhibiting enhanced functionality following their
exposure to traumatic events (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2018). This improvement is evident in a heightened
appreciation for life, strengthened relationships, increased personal resilience, recognition of new possibilities,
and spiritual development (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). Significantly, traumatic stress reactions and PTG can
coexist, challenging the assumption that growth implies the absence of emotional distress (Paul, 2015). Individuals
facing significant life crises mention experiencing post-traumatic stress; however, the literature indicates that
traumatic experiences can also serve as "catalysts" for promoting positive transformations, as observed in PTG
(Henson et al., 2022).

In addition, PTG could be achieved through external resources, which play a crucial role in facilitating recovery
after a challenging event (Calhoun et al., 2022). External resources refer to the environmental and relational factors
that support individuals, such as access to healthcare, community engagement, religious or spiritual institutions,
and familial networks. These resources may vary across cultural contexts, for instance, collectivist societies, like
in Malaysia, often emphasise interdependence and familial support, which can shape the way individuals
experience and interpret trauma recovery (Triandis, 2015). Social support, recognised as a pivotal external
resource in the recovery from trauma, has been identified as a strong predictor of high levels of PTG (Panjikidze
et al., 2019). The concept of social support is commonly understood in two dimensions: perceived and received
social support (Eagle et al., 2018), both of which help individuals cope with psychological distress; and the
absence of such support may worsen physical and psychological outcomes (Juth et al., 2015).

Previous research has primarily explored the impact of external resources on PTG in various traumatic contexts,
such as dealing with illnesses such as cancer (Casellas-Grau et al., 2017) and HIV (Rzeszutek & Gruszczynska,
2018), experiencing war and immigration (Simsir et al., 2018), natural disasters (Garcia et al., 2015), disputes
(Simsir & Dilmac, 2018), and the mourning period (Michael & Cooper, 2013). Notably, research on PTG has
predominantly focused on Western perspectives, raising questions about its cross-cultural validity (Splevins et al.,
2010). While the concept of PTG appears universally applicable, its operationalization may reflect Western
individualistic assumptions (Kashyap & Hussain, 2018). Cultural elements significantly influence post-traumatic
behaviour, affecting rumination, cognitive strategies, and growth processes (Kashyap & Hussain, 2018). This
cultural divergence could significantly influence the role and perception of external resources in the PTG process,
presenting a critical population gap in research concerning perceptions of external resources in the context of PTG
among emerging adults who have faced childhood trauma in the Asian context.

Despite existing research, there is a knowledge gap in terms of understanding the perceived utilisation of external
resources in fostering PTG among emerging adults with childhood trauma in Klang Valley, from a qualitative
research perspective. A qualitative approach is particularly well-suited for this study as it allows for an in-depth
exploration of personal experiences, meaning-making processes, and culturally embedded perceptions that cannot
be fully captured through quantitative methods (Lim, 2024). Klang Valley was selected as the geographical focus
of this study primarily due to its accessibility and practicality to the researchers. Additionally, Klang Valley's
demographic diversity and status as an urban centre provide a representative sample of emerging adults from
various cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds, thereby enriching the contextual depth of the study findings. To
our current knowledge at this point of writing, the number of these studies is minimal. Hence, addressing these
research gaps becomes valuable for comprehending whether external resources function differently or are
perceived differently in fostering PTG among emerging adults from diverse cultural backgrounds in Klang Valley,
particularly within the context of childhood trauma.

Hence, this study seeks to: (i) investigate the various external resources that emerging adults with a history of
childhood trauma access or seek during their journey of post- traumatic growth in Klang Valley, and (ii) explore
and gain an in-depth understanding of the lived experiences and perceptions of emerging adults with a history of
childhood trauma regarding the role and impact of external resources in their journey of post-traumatic growth in
Klang Valley.

METHOD

This study employed a phenomenological approach within a basic qualitative research design and one-on-one
semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather data from participants. A phenomenological study
emphasises on the different lived experiences of a phenomenon from several individuals (Creswell, 2009). Thus,
a comprehensive understanding of the experience is constructed, yielding a more nuanced and reflective
interpretation of the underlying phenomenon (Creswell, 2009). Therefore, this study explored the perspectives of
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emerging adults with a history of childhood trauma in Klang Valley concerning external resources and PTG. Table
1

illustrates Pseudonyms Age Gender Ethnicity ~ Nature of Childhood Trauma
the Anna 25 F Malay Emotional Abuse
Belle 29 F Chinese Physical/Sexual Abuse
Cinder 27 F Malay Emotional/Physical Abuse
Diana 20 F Chinese Emotional Abuse
Eric 28 M Malay Separation/Loss
Elsa 27 F Malay Emotional Abuse
Fiona 21 F Chinese Physical Abuse
Jasmine 28 F Malay Separation/Loss

participants’ demography in this study.

Table 1: Participant Demographics

The first stage of the sampling process involved establishing the inclusion and exclusion criteria for the study.
Thus, to partake in this study, participants had to fulfil the study’s inclusion criteria: (i) be between the ages of 18
to 29 in Klang Valley, (ii) have a history of childhood trauma: experiences such as physical abuse, emotional
abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, witnessing traumatic events, or any other adverse experiences during their formative
years, (iii) experienced PTG at least once, and (iv) able to communicate and understand English. Participants were
required to communicate and understand in English to ensure clarity during the interview and maintain
consistency in data analysis, as well as it being the language the primary researcher and interviewer were most
fluent in. English is also the shared communication language among the diverse ethnic groups in Klang Valley, as
well as an international language medium for both locals and expatriates. Participants who were diagnosed with
and experiencing severe mental health or cognitive conditions that, in the judgment of a qualified mental health
professional, may pose a risk to their well-being or the safety of others were excluded from participation.

The next stage involved implementing specific sampling techniques. A total of eight participants were recruited
through purposive snowball sampling via text-messaging over WhatsApp and LinkedIn (see Table 1). Purposive
sampling entailed identifying and selecting individuals highly knowledgeable about or experienced with a
phenomenon of interest (Palinkas et al., 2013). Additionally, snowball sampling, a purposeful data collection
method advantageous for reaching hard-to-access populations, was utilised in this study to effectively access
vulnerable groups by having existing participants recruit future participants from their social networks (Naderifar
etal., 2017).

The final stage included the sampling process and screening procedures. The Post-Traumatic Growth Inventory
(PTGI) and the Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE) questionnaires were used as screening surveys. The PTGI
exhibited strong internal reliability, as indicated by Cronbach's alpha coefficients ranging from 0.75 to 0.88.
Conversely, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.60 for the ACE Questionnaire. Higher PTGI scores show
significant post-traumatic growth, while an ACE score of four or more signifies a higher level of childhood trauma.
Both questionnaires were distributed to potential participants, along with a brief study description and
demographic survey to ensure eligibility. Following this, participants received an invitation email containing a
study information sheet outlining the nature of the research and an informed consent form. Subsequently,
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participants who expressed willingness to participate in the interview received follow-up emails to confirm their
participation and reconfirm interview details.

Personal interaction is the most effective way of conducting interviews, as it allows for monitoring any
behavioural changes that may occur during the interview (Chong, 2022). The 45-to-90-minute one-to-one semi-
structured interviews were conducted in person in a private space within IMU University, or those facing travel
constraints could join the interviews online via Microsoft Teams for a virtual interview. Participants were
explicitly informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any point. A sample interview question was “What
types of external resources have been most helpful to you in coping with your childhood trauma and achieving
post-traumatic growth?” The conversational style of semi-structured interviews facilitates the collection of rich
data, often revealing unanticipated information (Adams, 2015). All interview sessions were recorded and
transcribed.

Data analysis was conducted using Thematic Analysis (TA), a technique for examining qualitative data that
involves looking for, interpreting, and reporting recurring patterns throughout data collection (Kiger & Varpio,
2020). The TA process includes six steps, they were: (1) participants’ transcript verbatim was read through
multiple times to establish familiarity with the data, (2) initial codes were created capturing significant ideas,
concepts, phrases that emerged from the data, (3) initial coding were then organized and clustered into themes
across all participant’s transcripts verbatims, (4) the potential themes were reviewed and refined to ensure their
coherence and relevance, (5) defining and naming the identified themes, (6) lastly, a final report was produced
that presented the themes and their associated sub-themes, supported by illustrative quotes from the data which
culminated the analysis procedure (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Furthermore, member checking, audit trail, and bracketing were utilised to ensure the credibility and
transferability of the data collected in this study. Member checking was used by sharing the research findings or
interpretations with the participants to verify the accuracy of their experiences (Birt et al., 2016). Also, an audit
trail was maintained throughout the research, by which detailed records were documented of the data collection
methods, data coding and analysis procedures, and any unexpected events or challenges encountered during the
research, to provide transparency (Carcary, 2021). Finally, following the practice of bracketing by Tufford and
Newman (2010), the researcher minimized any unintended biases or preconceptions by maintaining the objectivity
of the research. Some pre-identified biases may include personal experiences related to the research topic, cultural
values that influence interpretations, and a professional background that shapes expectations about outcomes.

RESULTS

This study explored ways in which emerging adults who had childhood trauma experiences were able to integrate
external resources to foster their post-traumatic growth. The results section illustrates the use of thematic analysis
to uncover and interpret the participants' experiences and perceptions. The analysis revealed several key themes
that shed light on how these individuals utilize and perceive external resources. The organization of the findings
into overarching themes and subthemes highlights the complex interactions between external resources, childhood
trauma, and post-traumatic growth. Table 2 below presents the main themes along with their associated subthemes.

Table 2: Main themes and subthemes

84 elSSN No: 3009-0237



Malaysian Journal of Qualitative Research Vol 11(1), May 2025

Research Question Emerging Theme Sub-Themes
RQI. What are the key external 1. Social Support 1. Mental Health Services
resources that facilitate the 2. Social Circles
phenomenon of post-traumatic growth 2. Creative Outlet 1. Intellectual Stimuli
in the lived experiences of emerging 2. Hobbies

adults with a history of childhood

trauma in Klang Valley?

RQ2: How do emerging adults with a 3. Catalyst for Change 1. Motivation and Drive
history of childhood trauma perceive 2. Personal Development

the utilization of external resources in 4. Protective Factor 1. Safe Environment

o

their lived experiences, contributing to . Coping Mechanism

their journey towards the phenomenon 5. Setback in Seeking 1. Stigma

[Se]

of post-traumatic growth in Klang Support . Financial Constraints

Valley?

Theme 1: Social Support
The first theme explores how social support plays a pivotal role in enhancing individuals' well-being,
manifesting through both formal and informal means.

Sub-theme 1.1: Mental Health Services

When asked about the external resources that participants utilised to facilitate their post-traumatic
growth, almost all participants acknowledged some form of professional support in trauma recovery. In this case,
two participants disclosed how the supportive and comforting nature of the therapist facilitated a deeper level of
communication and healing. Belle and Diana shared their experiences when they had gone for therapy sessions.

“[ think seek therapy and a therapist that you feel that you can work with, and an empathetic
psychologist. That would be very, very important, because you need to have a safe space
among all people. If there are people that you can't trust out there, at least trust one. One that
is bounded by the law that which must be private and confidential.” (Belle)

“I think one of the most helpful ones is most probably counselling, especially with a professional
really helps and gives you the tools and support that a person needs to go through the trauma
that they have to deal with.” (Diana)

Sub-theme 1.2: Social Circles

Additionally, most participants highlighted the role that their social circles played in their trauma recovery, which
consisted of their immediate family members, friends, and other personal connections. These relationships
provided essential emotional support and understanding. For example, Eric highlighted the comforting presence
of a grandparent as a significant source of support:

“The most important external resource would have been my time with my granddad.” (Eric)
Similarly, Jasmine found family support, especially from an aunt, to be particularly helpful:

“I would say the family support was the most helpful one and talking to, as I said earlier,
talking to my auntie, which helped me a lot.” (Jasmine)
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Fiona also spoke about sharing her experiences with her partner and friends:

“I talk to my partner and my friends, even though they don t understand what I'm going through.
Atleast I'm able to just share.” (Fiona)

Theme 2: Creative Outlet
Next, participants also shared personal interests, such as music, journaling, and reading, as some of the critical
external resources used to foster post-traumatic growth.

Sub-theme 2.1: Intellectual Stimuli

Some participants highlighted how journaling and engaging with motivational content served as important outlets
that assisted in the healing and self-reflection process. For instance, Diana found journaling to be a valuable tool
for processing both positive and negative experiences:

“Journaling was really helpful to remind me of the good things and the bad things as well
as help me take the time to really deduce whatever I have face.” (Diana)

Elsa described how writing, inspired by childhood experiences with diaries in media, provided her with a means
to express her emotions:

“I used to read a lot of manga and watch a lot of teen movies during my childhood, so usually
in the movie, the female lead would have a cute little diary, right? So, I try to write my own
diary as well. I usually write it when I'm feeling upset or angry or suicidal.” (Elsa)

Additionally, Jasmine and Eric spoke about how engaging with motivational talks and podcasts offered them
intellectual stimulation and inspiration:

“I developed this habit of listening to motivational talks, which are quite useful for uplifting
your mental and spiritual health (veligious and casual both).” (Jasmine)

“Like watching a lot of shorts, podcast and all that [...] All these people, they did help

because some of the times they can see inspirational stuff [ ...]. So rather than listening to

my own doubts or my own voices, the voices from this podcast became clearer. So, I would

take a lot from all those sayings. All those quotes that they said, to then implement into what

1 do in my daily life.” (Eric)
Sub-theme 2.2: Hobbies
Moreover, individuals highlighted that engaging in hobbies, particularly music and sports, served as a medium
that facilitated coping and emotional expression. These activities provided them with a means to process their
feelings and find solace from their tribulations. For example, Elsa described how listening to music offered a form
of emotional release and connection:

“I also realised that listening to music helps me to cope with it because whenever the conflict occurs,
I don't have the space or time to cry or to get upset, so I would listen to sad or depressing music,
and it does help me feel a bit relieved [...] I feel like I can relate to the lyrics.” (Elsa)
Similarly, Diana found that music played a significant role in articulating and managing their emotions:
“I think music was a helpful resource. It can help you release or help you put words to how
you're feeling.” (Diana)
Likewise, Eric described how he turns to sports or engages in physical activities like weightlifting when the

support he expects falls short, noting:

“Then once I didn't get what I expected the support would be, I would immediately shut off and
go to sports or lift weights.” (Eric)
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Cinder echoes this sentiment, revealing that despite feeling inadequate due to past abuse, she now finds comfort
and a sense of accomplishment through sports:

“Whenever I joined sports, but I think it was just because of all the abuse that made
me feel so small about myself, thinking that I couldn't do it. But now I've been playing Futsal,
Frisbee.” (Cinder)

Theme 3: Catalyst for Change

This theme explores the intentions and the driving force to seek the utilisation of these external resources to
challenge their traumatic experiences, which served as a trigger for significant personal growth and
transformation.

Sub-theme 3.1: Motivation and Drive

Over half of the respondents noted reaching a critical juncture where they recognised the importance of taking
responsibility for their lives. They described how this realisation motivated them to actively seek external
resources as a means of fostering post-traumatic growth. For Belle, the decision to address her unresolved trauma
became evident during her higher education selection process:

“I am aspiring to become a clinical psychologist. I found the importance of resolving my own
trauma. I think if I were to really, go ahead in really. excelling in my career. So, then I feel
that I had a lot to overcome before.” (Belle)

For Cinder, coming to terms with her past faults and initiating change involved a deep process of self-reflection,
which she acknowledged as both challenging and transformative:

“These external resources have helped me to reflect a lot and come to terms with the things
that I am at fault for before, [...] I would say it's very uncomfortable, but when you read
sometimes articles or like someone quotes, you know, quotes from psychologists, or things
like that, or even movies, sometimes they can also give very profound statements.” (Cinder)

Diana reflected on how she felt disorganized and overwhelmed until she found that exploring external resources
helped her regain a sense of calm and order:

“I feel like everything was a mess, and after having and seeking out external resources,

everything felt more peaceful. Everything felt calmer, and 1 feel like everything was more

organized in that sense.” (Diana)
Sub-theme 3.2: Personal Transformation
All the participants identified a newfound awareness that empowered them to pursue external resources to support
their personal growth actively. This awareness illustrates their determination to harness empowerment as a means
of reclaiming control and steering their lives in a more positive direction. For Belle, the decision to address her
unresolved trauma became evident during her higher education selection process:

“Moving into therapy, really confronting this sort of thought and taking more responsibility
in my own emotions. That grew a lot of self-empowerment, I think, on the positive way of thinking,
nobody can really build me up other than myself in a positive way.” (Belle)

For Diana, coming to terms with her past faults and initiating change involved a deep process of self-reflection,
which she acknowledged as both challenging and transformative:

“I think I've become more confident, more forgiving, more self-soothing, [...] I am more
forgiving towards myself due to my external resources and personal growth.” (Diana)

Theme 4: Protective Factor
This theme highlights how factors, such as creating supportive spaces and utilizing diverse coping strategies,
played a crucial role in helping individuals manage adversity and foster resilience throughout their journeys.

Sub-Theme 4.1: Safe Environment

Participants reflected the need for a supportive and non-judgmental environment to seek external resources to
enhance their resilience and well-being actively. Cinder’s experience exemplifies this concept:
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“This space is where I can make mistakes and not immediately punish myself for it, because
1 think that comes with being resilient [...] when you try to normalize making mistakes and
knowing that that doesn't mean that it's over for you.” (Cinder)

Similarly, Anna reflects on her experiences how therapy, acknowledging that if she feels uncomfortable with a
therapist, she tends to switch therapists rather than fully engaging with the session:

“If they're like a therapist that I didn't get comfortable with, [...] I just changed the
therapist and didn t take the insight that they provided me with during the therapy.” (Anna)

Furthermore, Belle gives credit to her peers for providing her a safe space to talk about traumatic experiences, in
turn making her feel she was not alone.

“I would really give it to my peers at that time during my postgraduate studies. Because we
gave each other a safe space. [...] Others also opened up about their difficulties, so I didn't
feel like I was the only one struggling.” (Belle)

Sub-theme 4.2: Coping Mechanism

Most of the participants identified various forms of external support, such as relationships with loved ones,
therapeutic practices, and digital platforms, in managing their emotional well-being and promoting personal
growth. For Belle, the value of external resources as a coping mechanism became apparent when she recognised
the importance of seeking support to have better relationships with loved ones.

“Therapy in particular did help a lot in keeping good relationships with my friends and

family because at some point, I did develop resentment towards them. In therapy, all that

I went through all these emotions and came out. So, with the help of therapy, I really managed
to resolve these sorts of thoughts that I have with all my friends and family around me.” (Belle)

Similarly, for Jasmine, the partial relief provided by journaling highlighted the need to address her coping needs
fully.

“Like I said earlier, because when I was doing things like journaling, which I did by myself,
there was some sort of relaxation. It helped me to cope with the situation.” (Jasmine)

Additionally, for Diana, Instagram served as a vital source of comfort and validation during her post-traumatic
growth.

“External resources teach you to find healthy coping mechanisms, [...] especially now Instagram,
that's a lot of people that talk about that comforts you, not just comforts you but validates your
feelings [...]. And personally, I feel like recently these kinds of stuff are really helping me through
my post-traumatic growth as well, because it's super comforting.” (Diana)

Theme 5: Setback in Seeking Support

The last theme highlights the setbacks that participants have experienced in utilizing the external resources, in
terms of stigma (self and public) as well as financial constraints. This theme is important as it ties to the difficulties
in achieving meaningful post-traumatic growth.

Sub-theme 5.1: Stigma

Interestingly, most participants highlighted how societal attitudes and personal self-stigma impeded their
willingness to seek help. This stigma often stems from cultural perceptions and personal fears of judgment,
creating an environment where individuals may feel hesitant or ashamed to reach out for the support they need.
For instance, Diana highlighted the pervasive stigma surrounding mental health in Malaysia as a significant
obstacle:

“[ think it's the stigma in Malaysia that no one really wants to go out and seek help.” (Diana)
Additionally, many expressed the fear of being judged by family and friends as a significant barrier to seeking

help. For instance, Belle mentioned her concerns about opening up to loved ones due to worries about their
reactions and feelings:
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“I think it’s gauging whether or not they were able to accept the things that I was to tell them,
or I think I was more concerned about how they felt about what I had gone through, rather than
what is the purpose of my telling you there?” (Belle)
(Belle/Line 270-273)

Diana’s reflection reveals her frustration with the inadequacies in the training and qualifications of mental health
professionals, which she believes impede the quality and effectiveness of the support available:

“I think one of the barriers I encountered is that Malaysian education is failing us. The system

is failing us. How could they put a person not in psychology or does not even have the proper
techniques or training to become a counsellor to aid with children who have probably some issues.’
(Diana)

i

Furthermore, Elsa and Fiona expressed concerns about the limitations of relying on friends for support, noting the
challenges of confiding in them:

“I think, because like my friend and we are all human, right? So, she had her limitations
as well. So, there’s the time where she's unable to give me the support that I needed.” (Elsa)

“It's quite hard talking to a friend because your friends can betray you too.” (Fiona)

Sub-theme 5.2: Financial Strains
Financial constraints also emerged as a notable barrier, as illustrated by Belle, who struggled with the costs of
therapy as a student:

“Finances, because I was still a student. So having to go through therapy secretly
on my own, was challenging because to get proper resources, I had to pay for it.” (Belle)

Eric echoed this concern, noting the difficulties in affording such support:

“Monetary wise, [ ...], even up to now, I know there are some best things. If professional help,
but sometimes professional help is kind of out of reach for the average Joe, so especially
he becomes worse when he is struggling financially.” (Eric)

DISCUSSION

This study’s findings demonstrate the influence of different types of social support on the process of trauma
healing, from therapists, friends, family, to relatable peers. This implies that the presence and quality of social
support can greatly impact an individual's ability to recover from trauma, as is consistent with Dursun (2016),
who highlighted that meaningful relationships contribute to life philosophy changes and effective PTG. For
instance, one participant reflected on how exploring external resources helped her regain a sense of calm and
order, illustrating that meaningful relationships with the therapist contribute to personal growth. This reveals that
participants value therapy's non-judgmental, patient nature and the opportunity to build trusted relationships
(Meuwese et al., 2021). Similarly, findings from another study showed that catalysts played a crucial role in
helping participants reevaluate their responses and emotions regarding past trauma. This is because even with
immediate coping strategies during bullying incidents, after-effects can persist once the bullying stops
(Agosmustaram & Alexuis, 2023).

Additionally, previous research findings suggest that spending more time with social networks is a key element
in increasing the level of resilience and effective trauma recovery (Howell & Miller-Graff, 2014), which was
replicated in this study. Past literature revealed that higher levels of social support, from friends and family are
associated with greater resilience that lower mental health problems in young adults who have experienced
childhood violence, albeit the protective effects may vary depending on the type and pattern of trauma
experienced, with family support being particularly valuable across different trauma profiles (Butler et al., 2022).
Peer support can help young adults feel happier, more confident, and have better coping mechanisms while also
lowering their levels of anxiety, loneliness, and depression (Richard et al., 2022).

Moreover, this study’s findings reinforce the premise that gender influences PTG. Female participants of this

study were likely to seek social support, whilst Eric preferred solitude, which could sometimes resemble a trait of
showing resilience or masculinity, strength, and independence (Shawcroft & Coyne, 2022) from a male’s
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perspective. Nonetheless, such masculinity traits may suppress emotion processing and self-reflection that are
crucial in reaching PTG. This is also consistent with the meta-analysis, which found that women tend to have
higher levels of posttraumatic growth than men (Vishnevsky et al., 2010). Women'’s tendency to engage in deeper,
more reflective thought, including productive and contemplative thinking about their experiences, may contribute
to this difference. This reflective process is thought to enhance PTG, as women’s deeper engagement with their
trauma can lead to recognizing and reporting more benefits from their coping efforts. Thus, women’s greater
inclination towards deliberate thought appears to facilitate higher levels of posttraumatic growth. This may explain
the gender differences in PTG to a certain extent, however, it is worth studying the male perspectives more in-
depth.

After trauma, individuals can turn pain into growth and resilience through creative expression (Hass-Cohen et al.,
2018). The results of this study indicate that participants were more likely to utilize creative outlets to overcome
their trauma when social support was not available. This implies that engaging in personal interests such as music,
journaling, sports, and motivational content played a role in their healing process compared to relying solely on
social support. This finding aligns with existing evidence that such interventions provide a means for self-
reflection, emotional release, and the transformation of traumatic experiences into meaningful narratives
(Richman, 2013). Besides, journal writing is acknowledged as a successful, empirically supported strategy for
fostering PTG, as it facilitates psychological growth by assisting individuals in identifying coping mechanisms
and deciphering the significance of their traumatic experiences through emotional disclosure and introspection
(Creely, 2018).

Trauma profoundly changed the trajectory of the participants' lives. In this context, disclosing their experiences
was crucial in healing, allowing them to process their suffering. Despite it all, participants expressed gratitude for
these difficult experiences, noting how sharing their stories contributed to their personal growth and positively
influenced their outlook on life. Thus, this study’s findings reflect the process of disclosing one’s childhood trauma
is gradual and not immediate. This suggests that for some individuals there is a need to establish a trusting
relationship with one’s therapist before they feel at ease discussing their childhood trauma. It is known that
individuals who have experienced childhood trauma are more inclined to share their experiences with healthcare
staff they view as compassionate, non-judgmental, respectful, and interact on the same level as the victims
(Jeffreys et al., 2010), not surprisingly that building a relationship with other mental health professionals may
require time to develop.

Stigma remains a profound barrier to seeking help, particularly in cultures where mental illness is stigmatized.
This study’s findings indicate that participants were significantly deterred from seeking support due to the fear of
being labelled and the associated "loss of face" within their communities. This aligns with the evidence that shame
is the strongest negative predictor of willingness to seek help in a general population sample (Schulze, 2020). In
Asian cultures, the stigma associated with mental illness often reflects broader cultural values of collectivism,
where individual problems can be perceived as family failures (Ahad et al., 2023). For instance, one participant
expressed hesitation in seeking therapy due to concerns about societal judgment, illustrating the cultural impact
on their willingness to seek help. This aligns with the notion that stigma can create an environment where
individuals are reluctant to access mental health resources due to fear of social repercussions (Ahad et al., 2023).

Furthermore, personal concerns, such as trust issues and negative self-beliefs, further complicate the process of
seeking help. Participants reported delays in seeking support due to doubts about the validity of their experiences
and fear of others' reactions. This hesitation is consistent with Truss et al. (2023), who identified fear of re-
experiencing trauma and negative self-beliefs as significant barriers. Trust issues, particularly with professionals
who may not fully understand or respect their experiences, can lead to prolonged self-management and avoidance
of trauma-related thoughts (Stige et al., 2013). As highlighted by Panaite et al. (2024), peer support networks can
play a critical role in bridging these gaps, offering trusted pathways to formal interventions and helping individuals
navigate the complexities of seeking professional help.

Additionally, financial constraints also play a crucial role in limiting access to support. Participants noted that the
cost of therapy was a significant barrier, particularly for those still in school or with limited financial resources.
Research supports this perspective, highlighting that trauma survivors often face economic challenges that
complicate their ability to afford necessary mental health services (Voth Schrag et al., 2018). Financial strain can
compound existing difficulties, making it harder for individuals to seek timely and effective help (Ross & Coambs,
2018). The necessity for trauma-informed financial therapy, as suggested by Ross and Coambs (2022), could
provide a valuable approach to addressing these barriers by integrating financial support with mental health
services.
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In terms of practical implications, mental health services and educational institutes could integrate creative outlet
activities and improve support systems, to facilitate emotional adjustment and effective coping strategies for
trauma-related challenges. Moreover, this study provides actionable insights for emerging adults in Klang Valley
dealing with childhood trauma to utilize social support and creative outlets as part of their recovery process. The
results of this study could empower trauma survivors to take proactive steps in their recovery, enhancing their
resilience and overall quality of life. In terms of theoretical implications, this study further strengthens the
interplay between Social Support Theory and Resilience Theory that frame the process of attaining PTG out of
individuals’ traumatic experiences. The consolidation between external resources of social support and creative
outlet demonstrate that emerging adults in the Klang Valley utilise support from their social circles, and strengthen
resilience through creative actions, thus, facilitating the achievement of a transcendent PTG experience out of
traumatic experiences.

LIMITATION OF STUDY

While this study provides valuable insights into how external resources contribute to post-traumatic growth in
emerging adults with childhood trauma, this study is not without limitations. Firstly, this study had predominantly
female participants. This gender imbalance may not fully capture the experiences and viewpoints of male
emerging adults with childhood trauma, thus, limiting its generalisability. Additionally, the reliance on
retrospective reporting could strain the data collection process. Participants may unknowingly be influenced by
hindsight biases and memory gaps in their recollection of past events and experiences. Such biases may affect the
accuracy and reliability of the data, as participants might unintentionally alter or omit details based on their current
perspectives and emotional states. Lastly, this study may not have sufficiently accounted for the variability of
childhood trauma experienced by participants, which could influence their utilisation of external resources.

RECOMMENDATION

Future research could include quantitative studies to measure and analyse the statistical impact of external
resources on PTG, providing a clearer quantification of the relationships between external resources and PTG.
Furthermore, future studies should aim for a more gender-balanced sample, ensuring equal representation of male
and female participants. Finally, incorporating a longitudinal study would enhance the understanding of the impact
of external resources over time, and assessing long-term effects on PTG from different types of childhood trauma.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study found that various external resources play a crucial role in fostering post-traumatic
growth among individuals with a history of trauma in Klang Valley. It also emphasises fostering supportive
surroundings and encourages the use of external resources to improve emotional well-being. It does take a
supportive village to help one thrive despite having been through traumatic experiences. Essentially, as aptly
expressed by one of our participants, the core message of this study:

“The essence of growth is really just sitting with the adversity, but with kindness and seeking support
that is patient with your growth” (Cinder)
(Cinder/Line 957-958)
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