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Perceived changes in basic beliefs and growth related to life events were examined in three 
studies. A representative sample (N = 885), a sample of students and their families (N = 
291) and a sample of students (N = 245) responded with a list of positive and negative life 
events, a scale of changes in basic beliefs and a post-traumatic growth scale. Positive events 
were strongly associated with changes in basic beliefs, while only weak associations were 
found for negative events. In addition, negative changes in basic beliefs were associated 
with growth only in negative life events and positive changes in basic beliefs were generally 
associated with growth.
Keywords: life-changing event, basic beliefs, post-stress growth, wellbeing.

Lo bueno es más fuerte que lo malo para el bienestar eudaimónico.
Los cambios percibidos en creencias básicas y crecimiento relacionados con los eventos 
vitales se examinaron en tres estudios. Una muestra representativa (N = 885), una muestra 
de estudiantes y sus familiares (N = 291) y una de estudiantes (N = 245) respondieron una 
lista de eventos vitales positivos y negativos, una escala de cambios en creencias básicas y 
una escala de crecimiento postraumático. Los eventos positivos se asociaron fuertemente con 
cambios en las creencias básicas, mientras que solo se encontraron asociaciones débiles para 
los eventos negativos. Además, cambios negativos en las creencias básicas se asociaron con 
el crecimiento solo en eventos negativos de la vida y los cambios positivos en las creencias 
básicas se asociaron en general con el crecimiento.
Palabras clave: eventos vitales, creencias básicas, crecimiento post-estrés, bienestar.

O bem é mais forte do que o mal para o bem-estar eudaimónico
As mudanças percebidas nas crenças básicas e no crescimento relacionadas com eventos 
da vida foram examinadas em três estudos. Uma amostra representativa (N = 885), uma 
amostra de estudantes e suas famílias (N = 291) e uma amostra de estudantes (N = 245) res-
ponderam com uma lista de eventos de vida positivos e negativos, uma escala de mudanças 
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nas crenças básicas e uma escala de crescimento pós-traumático. Os eventos positivos foram 
fortemente associados a mudanças nas crenças básicas, enquanto que apenas foram encon-
tradas associações fracas para eventos negativos. Além disso, as mudanças negativas nas 
crenças básicas estavam associadas ao crescimento apenas em eventos de vida negativos e 
as mudanças positivas nas crenças básicas estavam geralmente associadas ao crescimento.
Palavras-chave: acontecimento que muda a vida, crenças básicas, crescimento pós-stress, 
bem-estar.

Le bien est plus fort que le mal pour le bien-être eudaimonique
Les changements perçus dans les croyances de base et la croissance liés aux événements de la 
vie ont été examinés dans trois études. Un échantillon représentatif (N = 885), un échanti-
llon d’étudiants et de leurs familles (N = 291) et un échantillon d’étudiants (N = 245) ont 
répondu à une liste d’événements de vie positifs et négatifs, à une échelle de changement des 
croyances de base et à une échelle de croissance post-traumatique. Les événements positifs 
étaient fortement associés à des changements dans les croyances de base, alors que les évé-
nements négatifs n’étaient que faiblement associés. En outre, les changements négatifs dans 
les croyances de base étaient associés à la croissance uniquement dans les événements de vie 
négatifs et les changements positifs dans les croyances de base étaient généralement associés 
à la croissance.
Mots-clés: événement qui change la vie, croyances de base, croissance post-stress, bien-être.
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The theoretical and empirical association between negative life 
events, including traumatic, with changes in assumptive world or basic 
beliefs is firstly reviewed, as an instance of the “negative is stronger 
than positive effect” on psychological outcomes. However, this effect is 
at odds with the fact that a large majority, leaving extreme crises aside, 
report satisfactory wellbeing. Second, it is reviewed the evidence and 
arguments which suggest the opposite, or that positive life events and 
related emotions are not only more frequent, but they have stronger 
long-term effects on well-being (i.e. eudaimonic and purpose of life) 
than negatives ones. Third, post-stress and post-traumatic growth 
(PTG) is described as a complementary process explaining why people 
report satisfactory wellbeing in the long term, i.e. even negative events 
could induce positive changes. In post-stress traumatic growth, nega-
tive changes in basic beliefs or assumptive worlds are supposed to play 
an explanatory role, and evidence related to this point is reviewed. Evi-
dence showing that not only negative, but also positive life events are 
associated with changes in basic beliefs is reviewed, and it is argued that 
positive life events provoke similar or higher personal growth than neg-
atives ones, in part because positive events reinforce changes in basic 
beliefs to a greater extent that the erosion caused by negative events. 
The general link between the improvement of basic beliefs and growth 
is discussed as an alternative to the association between the shattering 
of basic belief and growth – which is specific to models of PTG. 

Research suggest that, as a rule, negative events have a stronger and 
more durable impact on attention, judgement and affect than positive 
events, despite the fact that the latter are more common (Baumeister et 
al., 2001). Different mechanisms have been proposed to explain why 
“the bad is stronger than the good”. Negative events have more impact 
on people’s affectivity and thoughts, since these are generally contrary 
to their expectations and intentions, as well as being less  frequent. 
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Indeed, the frequency of negative emotional events is lower than the 
frequency of positive emotional events (Baumeister et al., 2001). It 
has been observed that people react more strongly, using more cog-
nitive, emotional and physiological resources, in response to negative 
events (Taylor, 1991). People think more about them and make more 
effort to explain and deal with them than they do for positive events, 
even though they might involve the same need for readjustment. For 
example, studies of causal attribution showed greater efforts to explain 
negative events in comparison to positive ones (Mezulis et al., 2004). 
Studies on emotional episodes support that people deploy greater cog-
nitive efforts when facing negative rather than positive events (Corsini, 
2004). It has been proposed that the predisposition to respond more 
rapidly and intensely to negative events has an evolutionary basis: the 
cost of losing opportunities or resources is less than failing to perceive 
threats; therefore, in the development of the species this predisposition 
towards the negative has been selected as an adaptive trait (Baumeister 
et al., 2001). 

However, as Taylor (1991) proposes, negatively loaded events have 
a strong short-term impact, but are minimized in the long term. Even 
traumatic events did not have an homogenous negative impact in basic 
assumptions or belifes. Regarding the impact of traumatic events on 
basic beliefs, comparisons have shown that subjects traumatized show 
more negative basic beliefs only in some dimensions than not trauma-
tized subjects, and Only four of six traumatic events were associated to 
more negative basic beliefs (Janoff-Bulman, 1989). The reliability and 
structural validity of the scales of basic beliefs like Janoff–Bulman has 
been also criticized (Kaler et al., 2008). However, studies using other 
scales also show that only half of trauma have an effect and only in 
some dimensions (Catlin & Epstein, 1992). When some dimensions of 
beliefs are modified, basic belief did not becomes completely negative, 
but usually are less positive (Foa et al., 1999). Finally, only the subjects 
suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder report less positive basic 
beliefs - and only a third of the subjects exposed to potentially trau-
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matic events suffer PTSD (Foa et al., 1999). Overall, the results suggest 
that traumatic events have a limited impact on basic beliefs

Not only the impact of negative extreme events on basic beliefs 
are limited, but also it was found that, the impact of positive emo-
tional episodes on basic beliefs was greater than the impact of negative 
episodes (Corsini, 2004). Another study found that negative events 
were more weakly associated with Ryff ’s eudaimonic wellbeing (Keyes 
et al., 2002; Ryff & Keyes, 1995; Ryff, 1989)despite an extensive lit-
erature on the contours of positive functioning. Aspects of well-being 
derived from this literature (i.e., self-acceptance, positive relations with 
others, autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, and personal 
growth, r (873) = -.06, than positive events, r = .24 (Bilbao, Páez, da 
Costa, & Martínez-Zelaya, 2013). Similarly, regarding the “purpose 
in life” dimension of eudemonic wellbeing, six studies show that posi-
tive mood states reinforce the attribution of meaning to life more than 
negative affect undermines the perception of such meaning (King et 
al., 2006). 

Another element explaining long-term minimization of nega-
tive events effects would be that even extreme negative events might 
stimulate personal growth. Studies on post-stress growth compared 
to negative events have shown that 30-70% of people improve their 
vision of self and others after traumatic events (Cho and Park, 2013). 
Traumatic events can bring positive effects such as a feeling of personal 
growth, learning about one’s capacities and personal strength; discov-
ering new opportunities, appreciating what one has and learning about 
life’s priorities; spiritual growth and development, being more tolerant 
and compassionate with others, and valuing the support they offer; 
and thinking that others can benefit from your experience, as cross-
cultural studies have supported (Vázquez and Páez, 2011). This process 
of PTG is associated with the reconstruction of changes in the basic 
beliefs of the self, world, and others, and it is also referred to as assump-
tive world beliefs that people share about the world (just, controllable 
and meaningful), about the self (competent and worthy of respect), 
and about the others (Janoff–Bulman, 1992; Helgeson et al., 2006; 
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Prati and Pietrantoni, 2009). Calhoun and Tedeschi’s (2011) model 
of PTG posits a positive relationship between the extension of change 
of basic beliefs and growth. Two cross-sectional studies showed that a 
significant disruption of beliefs is associated with high post-traumatic 
growth, and two longitudinal studies found that the change in basic 
beliefs predicts PTG, controlling the stress level (Cann, et al., 2009). 
However, other studies that measured changes in beliefs about the 
world as conducive to growth have not supported this theory (Park and 
Fenster, 2004). Finally, another study differentiates positive negatives 
changes in basic beliefs, and shows that negative changes in basic beliefs 
caused by traumatic events were associated with traumatic symptoms 
as well as with post-traumatic growth, but the positive changes were 
only related to the growth (García et al., 2014). 

On the other hand, trauma is not necessary, and people can grow 
through positive life changes (McMillen, 2004). At least one published 
study found that positive events are linked to changes in basic world 
assumptions (Catlin and Epstein, 1992). As Fredrickson (2009) posits, 
positive emotions broaden attention, cognition, and behavioural rep-
ertoire, and consequently, we can suppose that they provoke positive 
changes in basic beliefs, helping to build long-term wellbeing. 

In conclusion, the first objective contrasts the hypothesis that 
positive events reinforce positive beliefs about the self and the world 
more than negative events erodes them. A second objective is to test 
the hypothesis that positive life change events correlate with post-
traumatic growth in a similar way to negative ones. In contrast, the 
alternative hypothesis proposes that only negative events are related 
with change. Finally, we examine the relationship between changes 
in basic beliefs associated with life-changing situations and forms of 
post-stress growth. Negative changes in beliefs about oneself lead, in 
a compensatory way, to the discovery of strengths, new opportunities 
and/or changes in one’s philosophy of life, as the PTG model and some 
studies suggest. Positive changes which are connected to the self and 
to the world linked to the life-changing situation should be associated 
with the perception of improvements in the self and in the world. 
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The first study uses a representative sample and compares retro-
spective perceived changes in basic belief and PTG from participants, 
when remembering a negative or a positive important life event. In 
the second study, we examine the valence of the event in a more dif-
ferentiated manner, in order to discriminate between clearly negative 
events and clearly positive events and to check the role of interme-
diate events, i.e. important life events close to an ambivalent point on 
affective valence. The first two studies used a retrospective between 
subjects design and did not rule out dispositional differences. It could 
be argued that people low in optimism and high in neuroticism were 
over represented in the negative event group (Headey and Wearing, 
1989). The third study used a random within subject design, asking 
people to recall and evaluate the most important positive and negative 
life events at the same time.

Study 1

Method

Participants

The participants in this study were 885 persons living in the 
Basque Country, who responded to a series of scales as part of a survey 
on collective violence and attitudes (ISAVIC). The sample was made 
up of 64% women and 36% men, with an age range from 17 to 93 (M 
= 48.56 years, SD = 15.3). In total, 15% of the participants mentioned 
a positive life event, while 85% mentioned a negative event. Data was 
collected by a social marketing enterprise using quasi-random sampling 
design and face-to-face trained interviewers. 

Measures

The ISAVIC survey included a broad range of scales which pur-
pose was to measure the effect of change events on people’s wellbeing. 



462

Revista de Psicología, Vol. 40(1), 2022, pp. 455-490 (e-ISSN 2223-3733)

The classification variable for the participants was the life event chosen 
by the participant from the lists presented, e.g. Norris’s Traumatic 
Events and a Life Events List.

Traumatic Events (Norris, 1990; adapted by Páez et al., 1995): Nor-
ris’s scale measures the experience of seven traumatic events threatening 
life or one’s integrity, such as an imminent danger in one’s environ-
ment; damage to one’s goods or possessions resulting from a natural 
or man-made catastrophe; the traumatic death (accident, homicide 
or suicide) of someone greatly loved; a serious traffic accident; having 
been obliged to have some type of sexual relation by force or under 
threat; and having had something of yours taken away, through force or 
under threat, as in robbery or assault. The questions were used with a 
random Spanish sample, demonstrating their content validity and ease 
of understanding (Páez et al., 1995). 

Life Events List (Bilbao et al, 2013): A list of life change events 
included 20 events selected from the Holmes and Rahe (1967) stressors 
scale, the study by Headey and Wearing (1989), and the work by Suh 
et al. (1996). Participants were asked to indicate whether the event in 
question had happened to them or not, and the time elapsed since it 
occurred: less than three months, three to six months, six months to 
one year, one to two years, two to three years, three to four years, and 
five or more years. The list contains seven negative change events (e.g., 
Did a close family member or friend die? Did you lose your job or fail 
in your studies?), and thirteen positive change events (e.g., Did you get 
promotion at work, or get very good grades in your studies? Did you 
make a new close friend?). Participants were asked “to choose the most 
important past event” of the list. This variable was divided into nega-
tive or positive for the analysis, according to the initial classification of 
the event’s content.

Impact on Beliefs Questionnaire (Impact of Beliefs Questionnaire 
IBQ, Corsini, 2004, translated and adapted by Bilbao et al., 2013): 
This scale assesses the situational or specific perceived changes in basic 
beliefs related to everyday emotional events by 12 items, six of negative 
changes in beliefs and six of positives changes in beliefs (see Table 1a for 
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items). This scale has shown good reliability and criterion validity in 
two previous studies (Bilbao et al, 2013; García et al., 2014). Responses 
are scored on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (totally false) to 7 
(totally true), and the instrument has good reliability, the negative 
changes in beliefs presenting a Cronbach’s α =.86, and the positives 
changes in beliefs of .87. An index of asymmetry of belief changes was 
calculated: positive minus negative changes. Higher and positive score 
means that improvements of basic beliefs predominate over negative 
changes. 

Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1996; 
short version, Cann et al, 2010; Cárdenas et al., 2015): This instru-
ment rates the positive changes people perceive in the face of an 
impactful event. The short form of the Posttraumatic Growth Inven-
tory (PTGI-SF) includes 10 items distributed in 5 post-traumatic 
growth dimensions measured in the original instrument. The psycho-
metric properties of the Spanish adaptation are satisfactory (α=. 83). 
For the present study, the original instrument was abbreviated, leaving 
a scale of six items from the original one, with Likert-type response 
and a range of 0 = I have not experienced this change, to 5 = I have 
experienced this change to a very great extent (see Table 2 for items). 
The dimensions assessed are: Appreciation of life, New possibilities, 
Spirituality/Change, Relating to others and Personal strength. The 
scale showed good reliability, α = .80.

Procedure

Participants selected a relevant event from their lives that had made 
an impact on them personally. They would later be required to rate this 
event on a scale according to the degree to which they considered it 
positive or negative, from their personal point of view. Subsequently, 
for the event selected, participants responded to the Basic Beliefs and 
Growth scales according to how they experienced and dealt with it. 
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Data analysis

We carried out unilateral correlations with Pearson’s r and differ-
ences of means, with a statistical significance level of p < .05, using the 
statistical package SPSS 22.0 for Windows. Data was normally distrib-
uted and none extreme outliers were excluded. Bootstrap procedures 
were used to overcome potential parametric limitations.

Results

The analyses carried out by sex and age do not show significant 
differences or particular correlations according to the valence of the 
event experienced, and are thus not further reported in the results. 
Descriptive analyses about the impact of Basic Beliefs (IBQ) and Psy-
chological Growth are presented according to the valence of the event 
in Table 1a. The most often mentioned negative events were the death 
of a family member or very close person (56%), illness or serious acci-
dent affecting a very close person (8.2%), illness or serious accident 
(5.7%), and experiencing the break-up of a marriage or intimate rela-
tionship (5.2%). The positive events most frequently chosen were an 
expected new birth in the family (54.6%), initiating an intense and sat-
isfactory intimate relationship (9.2%), and a job promotion or obtain 
satisfactory grades (7.8%).

Life events and perceived changes on basic beliefs 

Table 1 shows the differences between groups on the impact on 
basic beliefs of the event experienced. 
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Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations of Impact on Basics Beliefs Quesstionarie’s 
Items by valence of event for 3 studies.

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

Positive 
Event 

(N=141)

Negative 
Event 

(N=750)

Positive 
Event 

(N=83)

Intermediate 
Event (N=26)

Negative 
Event 

(N=182)

Positive 
Event 

(N=245)

Negative 
Event 

(N=245)

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD  M SD

Impact on 
basic beliefs

1. Reduced 
the confidence 
I had in 
myself

1.71 1.4 3.06 1.9 1.44 1.1 2.50 1.5 3.14 2.1 1.35 .9 3.53 1.9

2. Made 
me feel very 
capable

5.04 1.7 3.27 1.9 5.83 1.6 3.73 1.7 3.08 1.9 5.76 1.1 3.21 1.6

3. Made 
me lose 
confidence 
in others, in 
people

1.64 1.2 2.90 1.9 1.60 1.3 2.31 1.6 3.21 2.1 1.57 1.1 3.67 2.1

4. Made me 
see people in a 
more positive 
way

4.76 1.5 3.62 1.8 5.06 1.5 3.88 1.4 3.42 1.9 5.38 1.4 3.27 1.6

5. Made me 
lose trust in 
life

1.80 1.4 3.02 1.8 1.43 1.1 3.04 1.7 3.86 2.0 1.36 .9 3.35 1.9

6. Made me 
see the world 
in a more 
optimistic way

5.06 1.8 2.87 1.8 5.81 1.5 3.58 1.6 2.51 1.7 5.65 1.2 2.49 1.6

7. Meant 
that life no 
longer had 
any meaning 
for me

1.99 1.7 2.76 1.8 1.37 1.1 2.04 1.3 3.05 1.9 1.48 1.2 2.60 1.7
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Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

Positive 
Event 

(N=141)

Negative 
Event 

(N=750)

Positive 
Event 

(N=83)

Intermediate 
Event (N=26)

Negative 
Event 

(N=182)

Positive 
Event 

(N=245)

Negative 
Event 

(N=245)

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD  M SD

8. Made 
me see the 
meaning of 
life more 
clearly

4.93 1.9 4.11 2.0 5.06 1.8 4.31 1.6 3.80 2.1 4.78 1.6 3.36 1.8

9. I felt 
very distant 
from people, 
as though 
abandoned to 
myself

1.63 1.2 2.86 1.8 1.55 1.3 2.92 1.8 3.18 2.1 1.41 1.0 3.42 2.1

10. I felt 
capable of 
talking to and 
sharing with 
many people

5.05 1.7 4.35 1.8 5.32 1.7 4.23 1.7 3.61 1.9 5.57 1.2 3.50 1.9

11. I felt 
disheartened, 
demoralized

1.62 1.2 4.85 1.8 1.53 1.3 3.92 1.8 5.16 1.9 1.38 1.0 4.87 1.8

12. I felt 
motivated and 
full of energy

5.65 1.7 2.33 1.7 6.27 1.4 3.08 1.7 2.06 1.3 6.12 1.1 2.09 1.3

Participants who report a positive event have greater positive 
change in beliefs than participants who report a negative event. People 
who report a negative event present scores of negatives changes in 
beliefs close to the mean of the scale or neutral response, which implies 
that it is not associated to a swing toward negative basic beliefs. People 
reporting positive events strongly disagree on whether the event pro-
duces negative changes in beliefs. Finally, asymmetry scores show that 
positive events are strongly related with basic beliefs, while negative 
events are slightly more associated to positive than to negative changes.
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Table 2
Study 1: Descriptive differences of means in IBQ dimensions by valence of 
event

Reported Event N M SD t sig.

Reinforcement of

Positive Basic Beliefs

Negative Event 747 3.41 1.2 -14.88 .000

Positive Event 138 5.07 1.2

Reinforcement of

Negative Basic Beliefs

Negative Event 747 3.23 1.2 15.83 .000

Positive Event 140 1.73 1.0

Assymetry Index 
(Reinforce Positive- 
Reinforce Negatives)

Negative Event 747 .18 1.8 -19.44 .000

Positive Event 138 3.37 1.8

Note: IBQ Scale=(1) disagree (7) agree, higher scores means more change.

Change events and personal growth 

For new possibilities and changes in appreciation of life, positive life 
events show a greater change than negative ones. Relation with others 
(greater appreciation of social support) shows a marginal difference bet-
ween negative and positive events, being higher in the negative ones.

Table 3
Study 1: Descriptive difference of means in growth according to event reported

Growth Reported Event N M SD t sig.

Appreciation of Life 
I have changed my 
priorities about what is 
important in life.

Negative event 749 1.95 1.8 -2.236 .027

Positive event 138 2.37 2.1

New Possibilities 
I have developed new 
interests

Negative event 749 1.53 1.7 -5.367 .000

Positive event 138 2.47 1.9

Spirituality 
I have a better 
understanding of some 
spiritual matters.

Negative event 749 1.35 1.7 .978 .329

Positive event 138 1.20 1.6
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Growth Reported Event N M SD t sig.

Relating to others 
I see more clearly that 
I can count on people 
in times of crisis.

Negative event 749 2.39 1.8 1.770 .078

Positive event 138 2.09 1.9

Relating to others 
I have a greater feeling 
of closeness in relation 
to others.

Negative event 749 2.10 1.8 .455 .649

Positive event 138 2.02 1.9

Personal strenght 
I discovered I was 
stronger than I actually 
thought.

Negative event 749 2.57 1.8 1.146 .253

Positive event 138 2.36 2.0

Note: Score=(0)No change (5)A great deal change, 

Change in basic beliefs and personal growth

Correlations between PTG and negative changes in beliefs found 
a positive association for negative events r(747)= .23, p < .001, and 
a non-significant negative association for positive events r(138)= 
-.085,n.s. Post-traumatic growth was related to positive changes in 
beliefs in the case of negative events r(747)=.31, p<.001 and positive 
events r(138)=.35, p<.001. 

Table 4
Study 1: Pearson’s Correlation between dimensión of Impacto n Basics 
Beliefs and Post-traumatic Growth

Reported Event N Reinforcement of 
Positive Basic Beliefs

Reinforcement of 
Negative Basic Beliefs

Post-traumatic 

Growth

Negative Event 742 .315*** .227***

Positive Event 138 .351*** -.085

Note: * Significative correlation at p < .05 (unilateral); ** at p < .01; *** at p < .001. 
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Discussion

This study shows that positive events were associated with the 
improvement of positive situational basic beliefs much more than with 
negative events undermining them. It was found that negative events 
did not increase positive beliefs, but participants also reported that 
they did not increase negative basic beliefs either. On the other hand, 
positive events were perceived as transforming basic beliefs into highly 
positive. It was also found that important positive events generated as 
much perceived personal growth after the change as negative events. 
The development of new possibilities and changes of life priorities were 
associated with both positive and negative life events, but strongly with 
positive ones. Perceived negative changes in basic beliefs were related 
to growth in the case of negative life events, supporting the role of the 
alteration of basic beliefs as a driver of post-stress growth - though 
this did not occur in the case of positive events. Positive changes in 
basic beliefs were associated with personal growth for both positive and 
negative events. This profile supports that a congruent socio-cognitive 
process is valid for all type of life events. 

Study 2

This study contrasts a linear relationship between events and 
personal growth according to the emotional nature of the event, i.e. 
negative, intermediate or positive. A specific effect of negative events 
on post-traumatic growth predicts that only negative events produce 
the greatest change, with intermediate events and positive events pro-
ducing no or less change. An extreme valence event hypothesis should 
be supported by a nonlinear relationship: intermediate events are asso-
ciated with lower changes, while negative and positive are related to 
strongly perceived changes. 
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Method 

Participants

The participants in this study were 291 students from a public 
Spanish University and their family members. All responded to a series 
of scales as part of their practical courses in Psychology and received 
academic credits for their participation. The sample was made up of 
60.1% women and 39.9% men, with an age range from 17 to 73 (M = 
35.8 years, SD = 15.3). In total, 31% of the participants mentioned a 
positive life event, 9.1% mentioned an intermediate event, and 63.1% 
mentioned a negative event. Participants received academic credits for 
their participation.

Measures

The Psychology practical course included a broad range of scales 
which purpose was to measure the effect of change events on people’s 
wellbeing. The participants answered Impact on Beliefs Questionnaire 
and Posttraumatic Growth Inventory with regard to the life event chosen 
from the lists of Traumatic Events and Life-Change Events.

Traumatic Events (Norris, 1990; adapted by Páez et al., 1994) 
and Life events List (Bilbao et al, 2013): Previous study measures were 
used. A question was added: those who recalled an impactful event 
were asked to rate the emotional valence of the experienced, from 1, 
highly negative, to 7, highly positive. This variable was divided, for the 
analyses, into three groups depending on the intensity indicated on the 
scale: Negative Event (1 and 2), Intermediate Event (3 to 5) and Posi-
tive Event (6 and 7).

Impact on Beliefs Questionnaire (Impact on Beliefs Questionnaire 
IBQ, Bilbao et al, 2013) : The measure of the previous study was used. 
Reliability was satisfactory for negative changes in beliefs, α= .86, and 
positive changes in beliefs, α= .87. 

Post-traumatic Growth Inventory (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1996; 
short version, Cardenas et al, 2015): Previous study’s measure was used. 
In this sample the scale showed good reliability, α =.80.
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Procedure 

Participants were instructed as in the previous study to select the 
most relevant event from their lives. They rated this event on a scale 
according to their valence. Subsequently, for the event selected, partici-
pants responded to the Basic Beliefs and Growth scales according to 
how they experienced and dealt with it. 

Data analysis

We carried out correlations with Pearson’s r and differences of 
means –studying the linear or deviation of linearity relation of the 
association between variables–, with a statistical significance level of 
p < .05, using the statistical package SPSS 22.0 for Windows. Data 
was normally distributed and three extreme outliers were excluded. 
Bootstrap procedures were used to overcome potential parametric limi-
tations.

Results

The analyses carried out by sex and age did not show significant 
differences. Descriptive analyses on the impact of Basic Beliefs (IBQ) 
and Psychological Growth are presented according to the valence of the 
event chosen in Table 4, divided into people who mentioned a positive 
event, an intermediate event and a negative event. The groups were 
made up of 29% (N = 83) extreme positive events, 9% (N = 26) inter-
mediate events, and 62% (N = 182) extreme negative events. The most 
often mentioned negative events were the death of a family member or 
very close person (35%), illness or serious accident affecting a very close 
person (13%), and experiencing the break-up of a marriage or intimate 
relationship (12%). The positive events most frequently chosen were 
initiating an intense and satisfactory intimate relationship (21%) and 
having been accepted in a highly valued social group (21%). 
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Life events and their impact on basic beliefs

Table 5 shows the differences between groups on situational 
changes in basic beliefs. Participants who reported a positive event 
show important positive changes in beliefs and disagree with negative 
changes. People who reported a negative event show low level of posi-
tive changes in beliefs, but also a mean score close to neutral point in 
negative changes. 

Finally, a negative asymmetry score is observed in the group that 
experienced a negative event, a slightly positive score is reported in the 
intermediate group and those participants who mentioned a positive 
event report mainly positive changes in basic beliefs.

Table 5
Study 2: Descriptive differences of means in IBQ dimensions by valence of 
event

Reported Event N M SD
Linear Not Linear

F sig. F sig.

Reinfor-
cement of 
Positive 
Basic 
Beliefs

Negative Event 182 3.07 1.2 231.824 .000 4.160 .042

Intermediate 
Event

26 3.80 1.2

Positive Event 83 5.55 1.2

Reinfor-
cement 
of Nega-
tive Basic 
Beliefs

Negative Event 182 3.60 1.4 150.125 .000 .803 .371

Intermediate 
Event

26 2.79 1.2

Positive Event 83 1.50 .9

Assymetry 
Index 
(Reinforce 
Positive- 
Reinforce 
Negatives)

Negative Event 182 -.54 2.0 296.216 .000 3.396 .066

Intermediate 
Event

26 1.01 1.8

Positive Event 83 4.07 2.8

Note: IBQ Scale=(1) disagree (7) agree
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Change events and personal growth 

A linear relation according to the emotional nature of the event 
was tested using one-way ANOVA: negative, intermediate or positive. 
Negative events would produce the greatest change, while intermediate 
and positive events would produce no or less change. This linear rela-
tion was supported for Relating to Others item: it is possible to account 
for others’ support and discovering personal strengths, with significant 
differences in this linear relation between negative and positive events. 
However, the linear relations for new possibilities show that positive 
events are associated with stronger changes than intermediate and 
negative events (see Table 6). On the other hand, for changes in appre-
ciation of life, negative or positive events produced more change than 
intermediate events. Finally, changes in spirituality and relation with 
others showed no differences between negative, positive, and interme-
diate events.

Table 6
Study 2: Descriptive differences of means in PTG I items by valence of 
event

Items
Reported 
Event N M SD

Lineal No Lineal

F sig. F sig.

Appreciation of 
Life 

I have changed 
my priorities 
about what is 
important in 
life.

Negative 
Event

181 2.96 1.6 .094 .760 6.420 .012

Intermediate 
Event

26 2.19 1.5

Positive 
Event

80 3.09 1.5

New Possibilities 
I have 
developed new 
interests

Negative 
Event

179 2.49 1.6 14.544 .000 5.035 .026

Intermediate 
Event

26 2.19 1.6

Positive 
Event

80 3.33 1.4
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Items
Reported 
Event N M SD

Lineal No Lineal

F sig. F sig.

Spirituality 
I have a better 
understanding 
of some 
spiritual 
matters.

Negative 
Event

180 1.77 1.8 .432 .512 2.317 .129

Intermediate 
Event

26 1.31 1.7

Positive 
Event

82 1.96 1.7

Relating to 
others 

I see more 
clearly that I 
can count on 
people in times 
of crisis.

Negative 
Event

181 3.08 1.6 4.751 .030 .059 .809

Intermediate 
Event

26 2.77 1.6

Positive 
Event

82 2.62 1.7

Relating to 
others 

I have a greater 
feeling of 
closeness in 
relation to 
others.

Negative 
Event

179 2.79 1.5 .007 .935 .003 .960

Intermediate 
Event

26 2.77 1.3

Positive 
Event

81 2.78 1.7

Personal strenght 
I discovered I 
was stronger 
than I actually 
thought.

Negative 
Event

180 3.30 1.6 5.008 .026 .078 .780

Intermediate 
Event

26 2.96 1.7

Positive 
Event

81 2.81 1.8

Note: (0) No change to (5) A great deal change

Change in basic beliefs and personal growth 

PTG and perceived negative changes in beliefs show a significant 
correlation for negative events (r(182) = .20, p < .001), a non-significant 
negative association for intermediate events ( r (26) = -.14, n.s.) and posi-
tive events ( r (83) = -.022, n.s.). PTG was related to positive changes in 
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beliefs in the case of all type of events, but the association was signifi-
cantly weaker in the case of negative events (r(182) = .14, p < .001) than 
in the case of intermediate events (r(26) = .57, p < .001) and positive 
events (r(83) = .37, p < .001).

Table 7
Study 2: Pearson’s Correlation between Impact on Basics Beliefs and Post-
traumatic Growth

Reported Event N
Reinforcement 
of Positive Basic 

Beliefs

Reinforcement 
of Negative Basic 

Beliefs

Post-traumatic 

Growth

Negative Event 182 .136* .198**

Intermediate Event 26 .571*** -.144

Positive Event 83 .367*** -.022

Note: *p < .05 ; **p < .01; *** p < .001. 

Discussion

Two-thirds of the important life events were negative, namely 
deaths or illnesses of family or friends; 20% were positive, such as the 
beginning of new intimate relationships. Around 9% reported impor-
tant events of moderate valence, that is, slightly positive, intermediate, 
or slightly negative. This second study supports that positive events 
are associated with the perceived improvement of positive basic beliefs 
much more than with negative events undermining them. On the other 
hand, intermediate events show a middle increase in positive changes 
in basic beliefs and positive charged events were associated with strong 
positive changes. A linear relationship (negative events are associated 
with the greatest change, intermediate events to middle level, and posi-
tive events to low level of perceived change) was supported for Relating 
to others item: it is possible to account for others’ support and personal 
strength or discovering personal strengths. The first result replicates the 
first study’s finding, and it is fair to conclude that negative events help 
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to understand the importance of received social support. The results 
also support Nietzsche’s statement that negative events increase per-
sonal strength – however, in the first study, increase in the personal 
strength was stronger in the case of positive events. The nonlinear rela-
tion for changes in appreciation of life suggests that these changes in life 
philosophy are associated with life events, and not only with negative 
or stressful events. The linear relationship for new possibilities suggests 
that these changes are associated with positive life events, and not only 
with traumatic or stressful events, as classically studied.

Finally, negative changes in basic beliefs are related to growth only 
in negative life events, supporting the role of the alteration of basic 
beliefs as a driver of post-stress growth. Positive changes in basic beliefs 
are associated with personal growth for positive, intermediate and 
negative events, supporting that a congruent socio-cognitive process is 
valid for all type of life events. 

Study 3

This study replicated the two previous ones using a within subjects 
design to control any dispositional differences. The full version of PTG 
scale was used instead of the short version, in order to improve the reli-
ability of the personal growth variable and also to explore differences in 
dimensions with higher accuracy.

Method

Participants

The participants in this study were 245 students of a public Spanish 
University who responded to a series of scales as part of their practical 
courses in Psychology. The sample was made up of 81% women and 
19% men, with an age range of 20 to 52 (M = 22.68 years, SD = 4.01). 
Participants receive academic credits for their participation.
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Measures

The Psychology practical course included a broad range of scales 
which intended to measure the effect of change events on people’s well-
being. 

Traumatic Events (Norris, 1990; adapted by Páez et al., 1994) and 
Life events List (Bilbao et al, 2013): Previous studies measures were 
used. A question was added: Those who recalled impactful events were 
asked to indicate what it was and with what emotional intensity they 
had experienced it with, from 1, highly negative, to 7, highly positive. 

Impact on Beliefs Questionnaire (Bilbao et al, 2013) : Previous study 
measures were used. In this sample reliabilities were satisfactory: for 
negative changes in beliefs, α = .79 for negative events and α = .78 for 
positive events, and for positive changes in beliefs, α =..77 for negative 
events and α = .82 for positive events. 

Post-traumatic Growth Inventory (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1996; 
Vásquez et al., 2006): The Spanish version of the PTG I 21 items was 
used in this study. In this sample the scale showed good reliability for 
negative events, with α = .95 for the total scale. The same occurs for 
the sub-scales, which show good reliability in almost all dimensions: 
α = .90 for Relating with other, α = .88 for New Possibilities, α = .82 
for Personal strength , and was α = .83 for Appreciation of Life. The 
dimension with low reliability was Spirituality, and showed α = .44. 
Reliabilities were also satisfactory for positive events: Cronbach’s alpha 
of .95 for the total scale. α = .90 for Relating to others, α = .89 for New 
Possibilities, α = .86 for Personal strength, α = .81 for Appreciation of 
Life, and low reliability α = .41 for Spirituality.

Procedure

Participants selected two relevant personal events, one positive and 
other negative that had made an impact on their lives. Subsequently, 
for the two events selected participants responded to the changes in 
Basic Beliefs and Growth scales. Participants were randomly assigned 
to first answer the negative event and secondly the positive one, while 
the other half answer in reverse order. No order effect was found.
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Data analysis

We carried out unilateral correlations with Pearson’s r and differ-
ences of means with a statistical significance level of p < .05, using the 
statistical package SPSS 22.0 for Windows. Data was normally distrib-
uted and four extreme outliers were excluded. Bootstrap procedures 
were used to overcome potential parametric limitations.

Results

The analyses carried out by sex and age did not show significant 
differences. The most often mentioned negative events were the death 
of a family member or very close person, illness or serious accident 
affecting a very close person (7%), family problems and conflicts with 
relatives (10%) and with friends (8%). The positive events most fre-
quently chosen were participating in an emotional positive collective 
gathering (27%), initiating an intense and satisfactory romantic rela-
tionship (13%) and a non-romantic intimate relationship (7%). 

Life events and their impact on basic beliefs

Table 8 shows the differences between positive and negative events 
on perceived changes in basic beliefs.

Positive events scores show strong positive changes in beliefs and 
disagreement with negative changes. Negative events mean show a 
decrease in positive changes in beliefs, but also disagreement with nega-
tive changes.

Change events and personal growth

Except for Spirituality, positive life events were associated with 
higher post-stress growth.
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Table 8
Study 3: Descriptive differences of means in IBQ dimensions by valence of 
event

Reported Event N M SD T sig.

Reinforcement of 
Positive Basic Beliefs

Negative Event 245 2.99 1.1 -29.104 .000

Positive Event 245 5.54 .9

Reinforcement of 
Negative Basic Beliefs

Negative Event 245 3.57 1.3 24.481 .000

Positive Event 245 1.42 .7

Assymetry Index 
(Reinforce Positive- 
Reinforce Negatives)

Negative Event 245 -.58 2.1 -30.234 .000

Positive Event 245 4.12 1.4

Note: IBQ Scale=(1) disagree (7) agree

Table 9
Study 3: Differences of means in PTG I dimension by valence of event

Reported Event N M SD t sig.

Relating to others Negative Event 244 2.17 1.4 -6.862 .000

Positive Event 244 2.71 1.3

New Possibilities Negative Event 244 2.25 1.4 -7.429 .000

Positive Event 244 2.85 1.4

Personal Strenght Negative Event 244 2.57 1.4 -3.198 .002

Positive Event 244 2.83 1.4

Appreciation of Life Negative Event 244 2.60 1.5 -1.264 .197

Positive Event 244 2.72 1.4

Spirituality Negative Event 244 .85 1.1 2.253 .025

Positive Event 244 .74 1.0

Post-traumatic 
Growth

Negative Event 245 2.23 1.3 -5.082 .000

Positive Event 245 2.57 1.2

Note: (0)No change to (5)A great deal change
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Change in basic beliefs and personal growth 

Negative changes in beliefs correlated positively with global PTG 
and sub-dimensions, with the exception of Spirituality, in the case of 
negative life events. PTG total score and sub-dimensions were related 
to positive changes in beliefs in the case of positive and negative events, 
but the association was non-significant for negative events for Appre-
ciation of Life and New Possibilities.

Table 10
Study 3: Pearson’s Correlation between Impact on Basics Beliefs and Post-
traumatic Growth

Reported 
Event N Reinforcement of 

Positive Basic Beliefs
Reinforcement of 

Negative Basic Beliefs

Relating to 
others 

Negative 
Event

244 .179** .141*

Positive Event 245 .403*** -.022

New 
Possibilities 

Negative 
Event

244 .037 .304***

Positive Event 245 .350*** .019

Personal 
Strenght 

Negative 
Event

244 .153** .169**

Positive Event 245 .313*** .026

Appreciation 
of Life 

Negative 
Event

244 .090 .276***

Positive Event 245 .334*** .042

Spirituality Negative 
Event

244 .199** .049

Positive Event 245 .139* .102†

Post-
traumatic 
Growth

Negative 
Event

245 .147* .215***

Positive Event 245 .390*** .020

Note: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 
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Discussion

This study based on a within subject comparison supports that 
positive events are associated with the reinforcement of positive basic 
beliefs much more than negative events increasing negative beliefs. It 
was found that negative events slightly decreased positive beliefs but 
did not increase negative basic beliefs. Perceived changes were higher in 
the case of positive events, suggesting that post-stress growth is associ-
ated with positive life events, and not only necessarily with traumatic or 
stressful events. It is important to remark that negative events are asso-
ciated with PTG as large-scale studies show (Weiss & Berger, 2010). 
The important point is that positive events are also related to personal 
and interpersonal improvements. Replicating the two previous studies, 
a compensatory process was supported only for negative events: in this 
case, negative changes in basic beliefs are related to growth. Positive 
changes in basic beliefs are associated with personal and interpersonal 
growth for positive and negative events, supporting that a congruent 
socio-cognitive process is valid for all type of life events. 

General Discussion

The results obtained show that around a third of participants 
recall a positive event as the most meaningful event in their lives, while 
two-thirds mention a negative one, supporting the idea that probably 
because its relevance for adaptation, negative events are more frequently 
chosen as important (Baumeister et al., 2001). Three studies test the 
hypothesis that positive events reinforce positive beliefs about the self 
and the world more than negative events. Results supported an asym-
metrical profile: good is stronger than bad with respect to perceived 
changes in basic beliefs. 

As shown in other studies on basic beliefs (Caitlin & Epstein, 
1992), positive life events emotionally experienced as important have 
an impact on basic beliefs. This supports the hypotheses proposed, and 
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everything is in line with the findings of King et al. (2006) on the cen-
tral role of positive affectivity for increasing a sense of meaning in life. 
The results are very important, since they suggest that positive events are 
strongly linked with eudemonic wellbeing because they reinforce basic 
beliefs about self and the world more than negative events erode it.

Various processes would explain this asymmetrical effect of positive 
events on basic beliefs – processes that are linked to how information on 
events is analyzed, recalled and communicated. First, positive informa-
tion is better analyzed and maintained for longer, due not only to the 
fact that it is less threatening and reinforces wellbeing, but also because 
positive information is simpler and easier to understand (Unkelbach 
et al., 2008). Second, there is a tendency for people to recall a greater 
proportion of positive events than negative events in the long term, 
and to reinterpret negative events so that they become less negative, to 
become neutral or even positive (Taylor, 1991). An example of this is 
when people recall positive events (related to pride) better than nega-
tive ones (related to shame). Moreover, this tendency has been seen 
to be stronger in people with high self-esteem (D’Argembeau & Van 
der Linden, 2008). This is due not only to the fact that positive life 
events tend to be more numerous than negative events, but also to the 
fact that the intensity of these positive events in the memory dimin-
ishes more slowly. This difference in rate of diminishment gives people 
a positive feeling on recalling their life events (Walker et al., 2003). 
Third, there is also a superiority of the positive in communication. 
This is reflected in language and its structure: positive words are used 
with greater frequency than negative ones (at least in Western soci-
eties), and the former are more primary and more representative of 
the totality of the concept or dimension (i.e. happy is more frequently 
used, simpler and represents the whole dimension of hedonic valence, 
while unhappy is secondary and more complex, and is only for part of 
the dimension (Matlin et al., 1978). Moreover, negative information is 
generally minimized or reconstructed in interpersonal communication 
(Taylor, 1991). These psychological tendencies tend to be stronger in 
rituals, monuments and other cultural products: what is negative for 
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the social group is rarely commemorated, and what it recalls are events 
or facts that glorify the group as heroes or as martyrs (Pennebaker et 
al., 1997). We can conclude that the biases affecting personal and social 
memory are psychological mechanisms used for maintaining a positive 
self-image, and this explains the asymmetric impact of positive events 
in the long term.

Change events and forms of post-stress growth

Results show that growth after life events is relatively common, 
as occurs with stressful and/or traumatic events. This is congruent 
with research results on PTG (Helgeson et al, 2006). The results with 
regard to mean change in general (these are the aggregated means for 
PTG dimensions) show that people who had responded about nega-
tive events reported having experienced a change in Personal strength 
(x̄ = 2.69) and Relating to others (x̄ = 2.39). They also reported having 
experienced a moderate change with regard to Appreciation of life 
(x̄ = 2.36) and in New Possibilities (x̄ = 2.11). Likewise, they said they 
had experienced slight increases in Spirituality (x̄ = 1.25). 

Results in one study show that negative events specifically produce 
growth effects like the reinforcement of personal strength, suggesting 
the truth of the dictum “what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger”. In 
two studies, negative events were related to higher scores in the Relating 
to others item which is based on being able to count on people in times 
of crisis. The specific aspects of post-trauma or post-stress growth, then, 
would involve improving the image of the self through the discovery of 
strengths, as well as improving one’s capacity for receiving and valuing 
social support (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). 

In the three studies, forms of PTG like the development of new 
possibilities and change of life priorities were associated with both posi-
tive and negative events. This suggests that change events of either sign 
have common mechanisms and produce cognitive and motivational 
readjustments, changing goals and purposes, and reorient behaviour. 
Moreover, positive events are associated more strongly than negative 
events to changes of orientation in life toward new possibilities and 
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increased social participation. This is coherent with the idea that posi-
tive emotional experiences increase psychological and social resources 
(Fredrickson, 2009); though it should be stressed that negative events 
are also associated with these forms of growth.

Change in basic beliefs and post-stress growth

Negative events were perceived as provoking positive changes in 
basic beliefs by an important minority - in particular concerning the 
attribution of meaning to life (46%, 41% and 27% in study 1, and 
3 respectively) and relations with others (55%, 34% and 35%). Sim-
ilar results were found in a large cross-cultural study by Scherer et al 
(1998). Episodes of anger and sadness provoke positive effects in the 
self-concept (15% and 12%) and in relationships with others (19% 
and 20%).

In the three studies negative changes in basic beliefs associated 
with the life-change situation were associated with post-stress growth 
in the case of negative events (r̄(1164) = .22, p<.001). Overall, the results 
support that questioning beliefs serves as a driver of post-stress growth. 
On the other hand, positive changes regarding the self and the world 
related to the life-change situation were associated with perceiving 
improvements in the self and the world. This would occur, moreover, 
when the events were negative (r̄ (1174) = .26, p. < .001) or positive (r̄(466) 
= .37, p. < .001). 

This study has a series of substantial limitations. The fact that the 
data are retrospective, and the study does not include any instructions 
or stimulus that increase the salience of the event experienced mean 
that there is greater memory bias. Moreover, given that the data are 
cross-sectional there is no certainty that the sequence “life event-change 
in basic beliefs- growth” actually occurs in that order. Studies suggest 
that in cross-sectional retrospective assessments of PTG and shattered 
assumptions or changes in basic beliefs, an issue is that the participants 
may derogate their pre-event selves and beliefs and report decep-
tive growth to cope with the threat of remembering negative events 
(McFarland & Alvaro, 2000). However, results of the third study that 
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examines both positive and negative event were similar to studies 1 
and 2, in which participants remembering a negative event might even 
report a “fake” growth to deal with the event. In any case, it is necessary 
to carry out longitudinal studies to be able to explore in particular the 
relation between questioning of beliefs and changes.

Conclusion

The findings of this study support what Positive Psychology has set 
out to show in recent years: people have substantial personal and social 
resources for overcoming difficulties, enjoying pleasant experiences and 
being happy. As human beings, we can find strengths, positively rein-
terpret difficulties and find support in others. And finally, regarding the 
gathering of knowledge about different mechanisms that are involved 
in this process of coping and psychological growth, depending on the 
emotional intensity and the very nature of the life events, it is pos-
sible to develop social programmes or specific clinical interventions 
that nurture wellbeing by emphasizing the capitalization of positive 
events, but also of positive reactions to negative events, so as to go 
beyond the already existing approaches and strategies (Lyubomirsky, 
2008; Seligman, et al., 2005).
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