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Abstract: Introduction. It is important to identify psychological resources involved in coping with 
threats. Such a resource is psychological flexibility. We analyze it not as a separate resource but rather 
as an aspect contained within other resources. The resources we used in research were: 1 identity 
styles, characterized by rational (flexible) and/or intuitive information processing and by various 
motivational components (collective/ social or personal); 2/ developmental dimension of 
psychological defense, with a predominance of task-oriented activities compared to emotion 
regulation-oriented activities. The aim of our research was to check relationship between subjective 
resources and ways of coping in the form of Post-traumatic stress disorder or Post-traumatic growth. 
Participants and methods: The study was conducted with the participation of n = 457 war refugees 
from Ukraine and Ukrainians remaining in the country; women (76.6%), men (23.4%), age M = 24.12; 
SD = 12.79. The study used: PTSD Checklist for DSM-5, PCL-5, as developed by Weathers et al. (2013), 
The Post-Traumatic Growth Inventory by Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996); Revised Identity Style 
Inventory, developed by Berzonsky et al., 2013 and The Psycho-Social and Psychic Defenses 
Questionnaire, developed by Senejko (2019). Results: Developmental dimension of psychological 
defense was a positive predictor of Post-traumatic growth and a negative predictor of Post-traumatic 
stress disorder. Informational and Diffuse-Avoidant identity styles were positive predictors of Post-
traumatic stress disorder; Normative style was a positive predictor of Post-traumatic growth, while 
Informational style was negative predictor of it.  Conclusions: Different mechanisms underlie 
reactions to Post-traumatic stress disorder and Post-traumatic growth: rational, flexible processes 
support Post-traumatic growth and weaken Post-traumatic stress disorder; intuitive processes 
intensify Post-traumatic stress disorder; structural, motivational aspects affect Post-traumatic 
growth. 

Keywords: PTSD; psychological flexibility; war trauma; psychological defense, identity styles; 
Ukrainian citizens  
 

Introduction  

In Europe, for over 2 years, we have been dealing with a potential source of trauma for 
individuals: the war in Ukraine. Therefore, our research focused on answering the question: how do 
Ukrainian citizens, both those who remained in Ukraine and refugees to other countries, cope with 
threats resulting from the ongoing war, and also: what role do flexible resources related to subjective 
dispositions play in coping with these threats. Thus, with our research and theoretical approaches 
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presented in this article (Berzonsky's model of identity styles and Senejko's function-action approach to 
psychological defense), we wish to contribute to the dynamic discussion on flexible coping. 

Different approaches to the issue of coping flexibility 

 Although relatively little attention has been paid to the study of flexible coping, at least several 
directions of analysis of this issue can be distinguished. Thus, some researchers define coping 
flexibility: 1/ as the implementation of a wide range of coping strategies that facilitate adjustment 
(Cheng et al., 2014; Robinson et al., 2022); 2/ as a well-balanced coping profile, i.e. moderate use of 
various strategies, without preferring any particular type of strategy (Kaluza, 2000); 3/ as an equal 
possibility (readiness) to use two "superstrategies", such as taking up or avoiding the fight for a 
favorable course of events in a difficult situation (Kaluza, 2000; Cheng et al., 2014). 

Researchers emphasizing the dynamic process underlying flexible coping, cross-situational 
variability, consider coping effectiveness in relation to contextual features and emphasize the 
temporary and changing nature of coping, occurring at the interface of changing personal and 
situational attitudes (e.g., problem-focused coping is more helpful in some stressful situations and 
not in others) (Williams, 2002; Kato, 2020). 

However, response variability is considered adaptive only when: responses can meet a range of 
specific situational demands, and therefore the management of coping strategies plays an important 
role here (Cheng et al., 2014; Kato, 2020). George Bonanno, for example, in his own flexibility sequence 
theory (FST), which relates to potentially traumatic life events PTE, characterizes the skills that secure 
the process of developing, moment by moment, the best response, and then engaging in this response 
and monitoring feedback (Bonanno, 2021; Bonanno & Burton, 2013; Cheng et al., 2014). 

Tsukas Kato (2020), in his dual-process theory, emphasizes the role of two coping processes: 
abandonment, i.e. the ability to give up ineffective strategies and change them to more effective ones, 
and the higher-order meta-coping process, the main function of which is to determine whether the 
abandonment-coping cycle should be repeated or not (Kato, 2020; Bonanno and Burton, 2013). 

The above-presented brief description of the areas of research on flexible coping, especially in 
situations of threat and trauma, shows that researchers pay primary attention to the variability and 
ability to monitor the activation of coping strategies and their diversity - included in the process of 
flexible coping. However, little space (too little?) is devoted to the motivational aspects of the coping 
process. Although, for example, Bonanno recently enriched his model with the assumption that 
flexible response to traumatic stress requires at least some commitment in its content, which he called 
a flexibility mindset, general conviction, that helps people engage in specific tasks (Bonanno, 2021). 
Bonanno claims that personality traits related to resilience, e.g. optimism, self-efficacy, or challenge 
orientation - favor this involvement, creating a motivational basis for flexible response to traumatic 
events (Bonanno, 2021). However, we suppose that current proposals for flexible coping focus rather 
on the role of lower-level regulation (Cheng et al., 2014; Bonanno, 2021; Kato, 2020), i.e. self-regulatory 
processes related to the course of executive functions, rather than on the system of basic, most 
important regulatory standards for an individual, such as basic needs, values, meanings and 
significances that are not limited to the current context, external or internal, in which the coping 
process takes place. 

A number of research results confirm the important role of flexible coping with threats and 
traumas, assessed using different methods, in various areas of human functioning. Kato's (2015) 
meta-analysis showed, for example, that flexible coping reduces circulatory system reactivity (heart 
rate and systolic blood pressure) and reduces symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder PTSD, 
depression and anxiety symptoms. It was also shown that war veterans returning from Iraq who 
were assessed to have higher levels of psychological flexibility established closer and more lasting 
social relationships and committed fewer acts of physical aggression and victimization compared to 
veterans who had lower levels of it (Reddy et al., 2011). Other studies have shown that veterans of 
the Iraq and Afghanistan wars with high psychological flexibility and greater social support were 
characterized by less frequent use of avoidant coping, lower levels of PTSD and depression (Elliott et 
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al., 2015). Researchers Bryan, Ray-Sannerud, and Heron (2015) and Dutra and Sadeh (2018) also 
estimated that psychological flexibility protects against the development of PTSD symptoms and 
externalizing behaviors among veterans exposed to trauma. The results of other studies also indicate 
that people who have experienced more trauma have higher levels of psychological flexibility and 
posttraumatic growth (PTG) (Schubert et al., 2016; Kato, 2015).  

Research on flexible coping conducted within developmental psychology has also revealed 
certain regularities: the level of flexible coping in adolescents was lower than in students and adults 
(Basińska, 2015; Cheng et al., 2014), which suggests that flexible coping is a disposition that can be 
developed thanks to experience gained with age and the ability to think logically, plan and make 
decisions, and take the perspective of others (Braun-Lewensohn et al., 2010; Grzankowska & 
Fabjanowicz, 2023). There have also been reports of links between flexible coping and the 
psychological orientation resulting from the cultural way of thinking (Triandis, 2001). Several studies 
have found positive correlations between flexible coping and horizontal individualism, horizontal 
collectivism, and vertical collectivism (Kruczek et al., 2021). Thus, it is an attitude of cooperation 
rather than competition and individualism that may involve making some efforts to monitor one’s 
own behaviour, which facilitates the development of flexible coping competences. 

Research  

In our research, we characterize psychological flexibility in terms of the competence to change 
behavior in order to effectively use both one's own resources and the external context, for broadly 
understood development, aimed at realizing the most important standards of regulation for the 
individual (needs, values, meanings) (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Senejko, 2019). We assume that this 
competence may, to a varying extent, contribute to the characteristics of both subjective and social 
dispositions and be present in the individual's coping strategies for currently experienced threats.  

In order to obtain an answer to our research question: what role do the resources characterized 
by flexibility play in coping with threats related to the ongoing war in Ukraine among the surveyed 
Ukrainian citizens - we took into account identity styles and the developmental dimension of 
psychological defense, related to the two models briefly discussed below. 

According to the first model, the function-action model of psychological defense MFCOP by Alicja 
Senejko (2005, 2010, 2019), psychological defense activated as a result of disruption of the most 
important standards of regulation, consists of two large groups of defenses (reactions to the 
experienced threat). Constructive, aimed at overcoming disruptions in the implementation of the 
regulatory standards (cf. task orientation, problem orientation) and non-constructive, aimed at 
minimizing the negative effects of their failure to implement (cf. emotion regulation orientation). 
According to the assumptions of MFCOP, for effective, flexible coping, the advantage of constructive 
defenses over non-constructive defenses is primarily important (developmental dimension of 
psychological defense) in order to enable the continuation of development taking place in the context of 
coping with the threat (Senejko, 2010, 2019). The developmental dimension of psychological defense 
DDPD, in our opinion, corresponds to the above-mentioned concepts of flexible coping and in the 
presented research constitutes a resource of flexible coping. 

In the second, Michael Berzonsky's model of identity styles (2005, 2011), psychological flexibility is 
associated with information processing processes involved in creating or changing identity. 
Berzonsky distinguishes 3 identity styles: informational, normative and diffuse-avoidant, 
characterized by varying degrees of flexible information processing. People with the informational 
identity style (IS) are self-reflective, open to new information and inclined, under the influence of 
feedback that is inconsistent with their own, to check and possibly modify aspects of their identity. 
In turn, individuals with the normative identity style (NS) adopt expectations, values and regulations 
from significant others and their main goal is to defend themselves against information that is 
inconsistent with their main values and beliefs. On the other hand, people with the diffuse-avoidant 
identity style (DS) are characterized by postponing addressing identity problems until later; their 
behavior will be situationally conditioned by the external context (Berzonsky & Papini, 2015). 
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As can be seen from the above descriptions, the most flexible resources in the area of shaping 
personal identity are possessed by people with an informational identity style, while the most rigid, 
inflexible ones are possessed by people with a normative identity style. 

 Let us add, however, that apart from differences related to the participation of flexible 
information processing in shaping individual identity styles, their bearers differ significantly in the 
relative participation of identity components defining their sense of identity: goals and values of a 
collective, social or personal nature (Berzonsky et al., 2003). Thus, the available research results show 
that among people with an Informational style IS, personal attributes of the Self (values, goals and 
beliefs assessed personally, concerning autonomy, self-development, etc.) dominate. In turn, among 
people with a Normative style NS, collective aspects of identity, relatively automatically adopted, 
dominate, which means that values such as family, religion or nationality will constitute their main 
motivational factors. For people with a Diffuse-avoidant style DS, however, social attributes of the 
Self (reputation, image, popularity) constitute the main motivational characteristics, which are, on 
the one hand, stable (because they invariably constitute the motive for their activity), and on the other 
hand, somewhat fleeting, because they depend on variable situational factors (Berzonsky & Papini, 
2015). 

 
n our research, we also take into account Posttraumatic growth PTG and Posttraumatic stress 

disorder PTSD, assuming that Posttraumatic growth is both a process and an effect of flexible coping, 
while Posttraumatic stress disorder PTSD is both a process and an effect of rigid, inflexible coping 
(Berzonsky & Papini, 2015; Kato, 2015; Bonanno, 2021; Senejko, 2019).  

The basic research question is as follows: What is the role of Identity Styles and the 
Developmental dimension of psychological defense in coping with threats related to war trauma, in 
the form of Posttraumatic growth PTG and of Posttraumatic stress disorder PTSD? 

In relation to the Developmental dimension of psychological defense, we formulated the 
hypothesis:  H.1 In the situation of experiencing threats related to war trauma by the surveyed 
Ukrainian citizens, flexible coping resources in the form of the Developmental dimension of 
psychological defense DDPD mediate between the influence of Intensification of threats ITH on PTSD 
and PTG, reducing the level of PTSD and increasing the level of posttraumatic growth PTG. 

Participants and procedure  
Participants. The study included n=457 subjects; women n=350 (76.6%) and men n=107 (23.4%), 

aged 16 to 80 (M=24.12; SD=12.79). The study participants included Ukrainian citizens who remained 
in their homeland (n=189;37.7%), Ukrainian citizens who emigrated after the war broke out in 
February 2022 to: Germany (n=157;31.3%), Poland (n=85;17.0%) and Slovakia (n=70;14.0%). Of the 330 
people who indicated their place of residence in Ukraine, 58% came from areas affected by fighting, 
and 42% from areas where fighting did not take place. Other characteristics of the study group are 
presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Characteristics of the study sample. 

   N % 
Marital status  Single 236 70,9% 
  Marriage 69 20,7% 
  Unmarried 12 3,6% 
  Divorce 11 3,3% 
  Widow/widower 5 1,5% 
Level of education  Primary 141 31,3% 
  Incomplete 

secondary 
93 20,6% 
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  econdary 109 24,2% 
  Incomplete higher 30 6,7% 
  Higher 78 17,3% 

 
Procedure. The research was conducted between November 2022 and March 2024. Respondents 

were recruited through institutions that assisted refugees from Ukraine and through the snowball 
method. The response rate obtained was 75%. In Ukraine, the research was conducted online using 
the Forms platform.  

The results presented in the article are based on a slightly smaller group of respondents, due to 
the fact that not all respondents completed the ISI-5 questionnaire diagnosing identity styles. 

Measures  
The following tools were used for the study: 
The PCL-5 questionnaire (PTSD Checklist for DSM-5, PCL-5), as developed by Weathers et al. 

(2013), in the Polish adaptation by Ogińska-Bulik et al. (2018), was used to measure PTSD in terms of  
the total score (factor) and four symptoms of PTSD:  intrusiveness, avoidance, symptoms of 
increased arousal and reactivity, and negative changes in the cognitive and/or emotional sphere. The 
total score is the sum of points from the respondent’s answers on a 5-point scale from 0 to 4, from all 
20 items of the full PCL-5 scale. In our study Cronbach’s α for the PTSD total score was .95. We used 
for our study Overall post-traumatic stress disorder PTSD (total score of PTSD). 

The Post-Traumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI) by Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996), in the Polish 
adaptation by Ogińska-Bulik and Juczyński (2010), was used to identify positive changes in the 
psychosocial functioning of the respondent after the experienced trauma. The method consists of 21 
items to which the respondent answers using a 6-point scale from 0 to 5. PTG is measured in the 
Polish adaptation of this method based on the score of the overall index and 4 aspects of PTG (rather 
than 5 as in the original version): changes in self-perception, changes in relationships with others, 
greater appreciation of life and changes in the spiritual sphere (Ogińska-Bulik & Juczyński, 2010). In 
our study Cronbach’s α = .91 (total score). We used for our total score of PTG. 

The Psycho-Social and Psychic Defenses Questionnaire (PSPDQ1-R), developed by Senejko (2019). 
The PSPDQ1-R consists of 62 statements about threats and psychological defenses. The respondent 
provides answers on a 4-point scale, from 0 to 3. The PSPDQ1-R method diagnoses 18 categories of 
detailed defensive actions, grouped into 2 main categories: Constructive defenses CD(task-oriented) 
and Non-Constructive defenses N-CD(oriented to regulate emotions). In addition, it estimates 9 
categories of threats from the respondent’s life areas. These can be grouped, by summing the scores 
obtained for 9 categories of threats - into 1 factor - Intensification of threats ITH. In our study, 
Cronbach’s α for Intensification of threats ITH = .85; for Non-Constructive defenses N-CD α = .85; for 
Constructive defenses CD α = .70. The PSPDQ1-R was also used to estimate the factor  of 
Developmental dimension of psychological defense DDPD (by subtracting the scores obtained for 
nonconstructive defenses from the scores obtained for constructive ones).  

ISI-5 Revised Identity Style Inventory, developed by Berzonsky et al., 2013), in the Polish 
adaptation by Senejko and Łoś (2015). In its full version, the method examines 3 identity styles: 
informational, normative, and diffuse-avoidant and commitment. It consists of 48 items. The 
respondent provides answers on a 5-point scale, from 1 (definitely does not apply to me) to 5 
(definitely describes me). We used ISI-5/R  to assess 3 identity styles. In our study, Cronbach’s for 
the Informational style IS, Normative style NS, and Diffuse-avoidant style DS were, respectively: α = 
0.78; α = 0.77; α = 0.80. 

Results 

 Descriptive statistics and tests of normal distribution. In the first step, we performed 
descriptive statistics for the estimated variables (Table 2). Since tests checking the distribution of 
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variables indicate that in the vast majority of cases the distribution of variables deviates from normal, 
we used nonparametric tests in further analyses.  

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and tests of normal distribution of indicators of psychological defenses, identity 
styles, posttraumatic stress disorder, posttraumatic growth and threat intensity (N = 318). 

 R M SD Mdn Sk Kurt D 

Constructive defenses CD 6,00-42,00 23,26 6,15 23,00 0,09 0,15 0,05** 

Non-Constructive defenses N-CD 3,00-66,00 34,19 10,20 34,00 0,19 0,49 0,04* 

Dev. dimension of psych.defenseDDPD -1,64-1,62 0,11 0,50 0,08 -0,11 0,76 0,04* 

Informational style IS 17,00-45,00 33,75 5,26 34,00 -0,14 -0,29 0,06** 

Normative style NS 12,00-45,00 27,61 6,01 28,00 -0,27 -0,31 0,07** 

Diffuse- avoidant style DS 9,00-45,00 26,60 7,00 27,00 -0,16 -0,55 0,06* 

Overall Post-traumatic stress disorder 

PTSD 

0,00-80,00 38,53 17,57 41,00 -0,18 -0,65 0,07** 

Overall Posttraumatic growth PTG 3,00-105,00 71,32 19,74 76,00 -0,88 0,26 0,10** 

Intensification of threats ITH 2,00-54,00 29,82 9,09 30,00 -0,03 -0,07 0,04 

* p < 0,05;** p < 0,01. 

 
Relationships between variables. The next step of statistical analysis was the 
analysis of relationships between variables. Spearman's rho correlation analysis 
(Table 3), revealed that the Developmental dimension of psychological defense 
DDPD variable correlated positively with weak or moderate intensity, with 
Informational style IS, and also negatively, weakly or moderately with: intensity of 
Normative style NS, with Diffuse-avoidant style DS and with overall Post-traumatic 
stress disorder PTSD. In the case of PTSD, moderate positive relationships were also 
noted with Non-constructive defenses N-CD, with Normative style NS, with 
Diffuse-avoidant style DS, and with Informational style IS. On the other hand, 
overall Posttraumatic growth PTG correlated weakly negatively with Informational 
style IS and positively, weakly or moderately with: Overall level of Post-traumatic 
stress disorder PTSD, with intensity of Normative style NS and with Diffuse-
avoidant style DS. In turn, the variable Intensification of threats ITH correlated 
positively, weakly, or moderately with Non-constructive defences N-CD, with 
Constructive defences CD, with Informational style IS, and with PTSD, while ITH 
correlated negatively with Diffuse-avoidant style DS. 
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Table 3. Correlations of indicators of psychological defenses, identity styles, posttraumatic stress, posttraumatic 
growth and threat intensity (N = 318 - 457). 

 CD NCD DDPD IS NS DS PTSD        PTG 

Constructive defenses CD --        

Non-Constructive 

defenses N-CD 

0,334** --       

Dev. dimension of 

psych.defense DDPD 

0,528** -0,567** --      

Informational style IS O,338** 0,016 0,282** --     

Normative style NS -0,223** -0,096 -0,123* 0,003 --    

Diffuse- avoidant style DS -0,312** 0,012 -0,294** -0,239** 0,523** --   

Overall Post-traumatic 

stress disorder PTSD 

0,012 0,366** -0,311** 0,079 0,321** 0,366** --  

Overall Posttraumatic 

growth PTG 

0,073 -0,040 0,054 -0,149* 0,314** 0,253** 0,241** -- 

Intensification of threats 

ITH 

0,273** 0,409** -0,090 0,152** -0,106 -0,197** 0,117* -0,012 

* p < 0,05;** p < 0,01 
 
Main predictors of PTSD and PTG. Regression analyses. We also checked whether the 

Informational style IS, Normative style NS, Diffuse- avoidant style DS, Intensification of threats ITH, 
Developmental dimension of psychological defense DDPD, Gender G and Age A could predict the 
Overall level of Post-traumatic stress disorder PTSD (Table 5). 

 It turned out that Informational style IS (β = 0.20; p = 0.001) and Diffuse- avoidant style DS (β = 
0.32; p < 0.001) are positive predictors of PTSD, the increase of which allows to expect an increase in 
the severity of the Overall level of Post-traumatic stress disorder. A significant negative predictor of 
PTSD was the Developmental dimension of psychological defense DDPD (β = -0.30; p < 0.001). The 
remaining factors were not significant predictors.  

The regression model fitted the data well [F(7, 261) = 14.61; p < 0.001] and explained 26.2% of the 
variability. 

 

Table 4. Predictors Overall level of Post-traumatic stress disorder PTSD (N = 269). 

 B (SE) β 

Constant value  -16,00 (9,33) --- 

Informational style IS 0,66 (0,19) 0,20** 

Normative style NS 0,33 (0,18) 0,12 

Diffuse - avoidant style DS  0,78 (0,16) 0,32** 

Intensification of threats ITH 0,20 (0,12) 0,10 

Dev. dimension of psychological defense DDPD  -11,62 (2,40) -0,30** 

Gender G -0,24 (2,07) -0,01 
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Age A 0,04 (0,08) 0,03 

F 14,61**  

R2 0,262  

* p < 0,05;** p < 0,01 
 

An analogous multivariate regression model was calculated for the Overall level of 
posttraumatic growth PTG (Table 5). It showed that statistically significant predictors in the case of 
PTG are: Informational style IS (β = -0.13; p = 0.046), Normative style NS (β = 0.30; p < 0.001) and 
Developmental dimension of psychological defense DDPD (β = 0.18; p = 0.006). Based on the increase 
in Informational style IS, a decrease in the Overall level of Post-traumatic growth PTG can be 
expected, while its increase can be predicted on the basis of Normative style NS of identity and 
Developmental dimension of psychological defense DDPD.  

The described model met the goodness of fit criterion [F(7, 256) = 7.95; p < 0.001] and explained 
15.6% of the variance in the Overall level of Post-traumatic growth PTG. 

Table 5. Predictors Overall level of Post-traumatic growth PTG (N = 264). 

 B (SE) β 
Constant value  56,13 (9,60) ---** 
Informational style IS -0,39 (0,20) -0,13* 
Normative style NS 0,81 (0,18) 0,30** 
Diffuse-avoidant style DS 0,32 (0,17) 0,14 
Intensification of threats ITH 0,23 (0,12) 0,12 
Dev. dimension of psychological defenseDDPD 6,89 (2,47) 0,18** 
Gender G -2,31 (2,10) -0,07 
Age A -0,07 (0,08) -0,06 
F 7,95**  
R2 0,156  

* p < 0,05;** p < 0,01 
Structural modeling. We also conducted structural equation modeling (SEM) to test our 

hypothesis H1. The influence of Intensification of threats (ITH) on the Overall level of posttraumatic 
growth (PTG) and Overall level of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) was considered, with the 
mediation of Developmental dimension of psychological defense (DDPD), Informational style (IS), 
Normative style (NS), Diffuse-avoidant style (DS). The analysis was performed on N = 261 cases 
without missing data. The algorithm based on the parametric maximum likelihood (ML) method was 
used to calculate and estimate the coefficients in SPSS AMOS 26.0. The model fit was assessed using 
the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), the Jöreskog and Sörbom goodness of fit 
index GFI, the adjusted Jöreskog and Sörbom goodness of fit index AGFI, the relative fit index CFI, 
and the Tucker-Lewis coefficient TLI. The model fit to the data was as follows: RMSEA = 0.059 (0.000-
0.132); GFI = 0.994; AGFI = 0.942; TLI = 0.936; CFI = 0.991. 

The conducted SEM modeling (Table 6, Figure 1) showed a direct effect of Intensification of 
threats ITH – negative in the case of Developmental dimension of psychological defense DDPD and 
Diffuse-avoidant style of identity DS, as well as a positive effect in relation to Informational style IS.  

The increase in IS directly influenced the increase in Developmental dimension of psychological 
defense DDPD and Overall level of Post-traumatic stress disorder PTSD and the decrease in the 
intensity of Overall level of Post-traumatic growth PTG. 
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 In turn, Diffuse-avoidant style DS directly and negatively influenced the Developmental 
dimension of psychological defense DDPD and positively influenced the Overall level of Post-
traumatic stress disorder PTSD. 

It was also noted that the increase in the intensity of Normative style NS influenced the increase 
in Overall level of Post-traumatic growth PTG and Overall level of Post-traumatic stress disorder 
PTSD. 

The Developmental dimension of psychological defense DDPD influenced the decrease in 
Overall level of Post-traumatic stress disorder PTSD and the increase in Overall level of Post-
traumatic growth PTG. 

It has also been observed that an increase in PTSD affects the increase in the severity 
of PTG. 
In terms of mediating effects, a positive effect of Intensification of threats ITH on the 
Developmental dimension of psychological defense DDPD was observed, to which 
the main contributors were the identity styles IS (strengthening) and DS. 
(weakening). 
The remaining direct and indirect effects were either statistically insignificant or 
negligible due to very weak path coefficients. 

 
Figure 1. Path coefficients and statistical significance of the model of the influence of Intensification of threats 
(ITH) on the Overall level of Post-traumatic growth (PTG) and the Overall level of Post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), with the mediation of Developmental dimension of psychological defense (DDPD), Informational style 
(IS), Normative style (NS), Diffuse-avoidant style (DS). 

Table 7. Impact of Intensification of threats (ITH) on the overall level of Post-traumatic growth (PTG), with the 
mediating contribution of Developmental dimension of psychological defense (DDPD), Informative style (IS), 
Normative style (NS), Diffuse-avoidant style ( DS) and Overall level of Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (N 
= 261). 
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Path B beta p 

DS<---ITH -0,171 -0,197 0,001 

NS<---ITH -0,038 -0,051 0,413 

IS<---ITH 0,110 0,172 0,005 

DDPD<---ITH -0,008 -0,161 0,005 

DDPD<---IS 0,024 0,292 0,000 

DDPD<---DS -0,018 -0,294 0,000 

DDPD<---NS 0,004 0,054 0,408 

PTSD<---DDPD -12,242 -0,310 0,000 

PTSD<---IS 0,761 0,234 0,000 

PTSD<---NS 0,412 0,147 0,019 

PTSD<---DS 0,681 0,283 0,000 

PTG<---DDPD 7,816 0,205 0,002 

PTG<---IS -0,551 -0,176 0,005 

PTG<---DS 0,136 0,059 0,418 

PTG<---NS 0,767 0,284 0,000 

PTG<---PTSD 0,184 0,191 0,004 

e7<-->e6 21,236 0,512 0,000 

e5<-->e6 -8,512 -0,242 0,000 

DDPD<<---ITH 0,006 0,105 0,001 

PTSD<<---ITH -0,012 -0,006 0,830 

PTSD<<---IS -0,294 -0,091 0,001 

PTSD<<---NS -0,047 -0,017 0,450 

PTSD<<---DS 0,219 0,091 0,001 

PTG<<---ITH -0,138 -0,069 0,012 

PTG<<---IS 0,274 0,087 0,005 

PTG<<---NS 0,097 0,036 0,036 

PTG<<---DS 0,026 0,011 0,742 

PTG<<---DDPD -2,252 -0,059 0,015 

Discussion 

 Our research included people experiencing threats related to the ongoing war in Ukraine, both 
the group of Refugees, in which women predominated, and the group of respondents remaining in 
Ukraine. The research questions in this work, and especially the hypothesis, are formulated 
intuitively, because the role of identity styles and the developmental dimension of psychological 
defense in coping in the form of PTG and of PTSD - have not been studied so far in a similar 
combination as we do.  

The results regarding the answers to the first two questions show that the main positive 
predictors of PTSD were Informational style IS and Diffuse-avoidant style DS, the increase of which 
allows us to expect an increase in the severity of the Overall level of Post-traumatic stress disorder 
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PTSD. On the other hand, the Developmental dimension of psychological defense turned out to be a 
significant negative predictor of PTSD, the increase of which allows us to expect a decrease in the 
severity of PTSD. Additionally, the picture is complemented by positive correlations between PTSD 
and the Normative style of identity NS and Non-constructive defenses N-CD.  

The question is, what do such different identity styles, described by Berzonsky, as Informational 
IS and Diffuse-avoidant DS have in common? One secures functioning in the world based on mature, 
verified, rational decisions, and the other rather the opposite, situational. One mainly involves 
rational processing (although it can also use intuitive processing!), DS mainly involves intuitive 
processing, with possible sporadic, situational participation of rational processing. If we also include 
the Normative Style in the analysis, a factor correlating with PTSD, it only engages intuitive 
processing (Cheek & Briggs, 1982; Berzonsky & Papini, 2015). In other words, what is common 
between these identity styles is the presence of intuitive processing. Intuitive processing, according 
to the cognitive experiential self-theory (Epstein, 1990), is a process of concrete, emotionally charged 
information in a relatively automatic, mentally effortless manner. Intuitive processing is relatively 
more efficient and economical than rational processing, but also relatively more prone to cognitive 
bias and subjective distortion (Epstein, 1990). It can therefore be assumed that in the circumstances 
of the ongoing war and the constant sense of uncertainty and threat, when it is often necessary to act 
quickly and without thinking, in some of the subjects the intuitive system will be activated and along 
with it habitual ways of coping, often originating from childhood and perhaps adaptive in childhood 
but not in the current situation of threats related to the ongoing war, hence the increase in PTSD. 

Identity styles that trigger Intuitive processing in relation to information important for identity 
formation may be predictors of posttraumatic stress disorder PTSD, fixating on threats that constitute 
war trauma. The essence of PTSD is being stuck in the eye of the hurricane of trauma, the lack of 
possibility and/or ability to break free from the influence of the traumatic event (Davidson & Foa, 
2015). In order to break free, one must engage a rational view of the situation, rational processing that 
consists of flexible coping, and not Intuitive processing with a repertoire of habitual reactions that 
usually contribute to rigidity of behavior (Epstein, 1990; Berzonsky & Papini, 2015). It is also not 
surprising that the negative predictor of PTSD in our studies was the developmental dimension of 
defense, i.e. a set of activities fulfilling defensive functions, with a predominance of those oriented 
not towards emotion regulation, but towards the problem, the task, ensuring flexible coping and 
occurring, one can presume, with a relatively greater share of rational processing than intuitive 
processing (Senejko, 2019, 2020). 

In turn, the predictors of post-traumatic growth in PTG were: Informational style IS (negative 
predictor), Normative style NS and Developmental dimension of psychological defense DDPD 
(positive predictors). Based on the increase in Informational style IS, a decrease in the Overall level 
of Post-traumatic growth in PTG can be expected, while its increase can be predicted based on the 
Normative style of identity NS and Developmental dimension of psychological defense DDPD. 
Additionally, the picture is complemented by positive correlations between PTG and the Diffuse-
avoidant style DS and PTSD. We associate such a system of dependencies in the scope of identity 
styles and post-traumatic growth in PTG not with the way of processing information involved in 
shaping identity, as in the case of PTSD, but with the motivational characteristics constituting each 
of the mentioned styles: the predominance of personal motives in the case of the informational style 
IS and social and/or collective motives, associated with the Normative style of identity NS and 
Diffuse-avoidant DS. 

Similarly to some researchers (Hobfoll et al., 2007; Dunkel, 2002), to explain our research results, 
we can take into account the Terror Management Theory (Pyszczynski et al., 1999), according to 
which threats related to war trauma can activate a strong fear of death. In turn, the fear of death 
contributes to the intensification of the need for affiliation as protection against this fear (Łukaszewski 
& Boguszewska, 2008). The world begins to divide in the eyes of people affected by war trauma into 
two groups: Us and Them. The more collective and/or social motives characterize an individual 
(family, nation, social acceptance, popularity, etc.), the more susceptible they may be to the activation 
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of these mechanisms in the context of the ongoing war. In our opinion, this analysis concerns 
primarily people with the Normative SN identity style and (to a lesser extent) with the Diffuse-
Avoidant SD. On the other hand, experiencing threats related to the circumstances of war, and with 
it, an uncertain, unpredictable future, may weaken even in previously very resourceful people, their 
sense of agency (Cieślak & Wojciszke, 2014). Therefore, perhaps people with individual motivation, 
focused more on autonomous goals, on self-determination and agency, such as those with the 
Informational SI identity style - may have more difficult access to posttraumatic development, 
compared to people with collective or social motivation (Kruczek et al., 2021). 

But let us consider what kind of development? According to the characterization of 
posttraumatic growth proposed by Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004), positive posttraumatic changes are 
mainly in the form of changes in beliefs about relationships. And the results of some studies show, 
these positive changes mainly concern relationships with Our Own, and not also with Others, 
towards whom hostility may even intensify (cf. studies involving Palestinians and Jews: Hobfoll et 
al., 2007). 

Structural modeling confirms the relationships described above, adding to this picture an 
interesting role of the developmental dimension of psychological defense DDPD and the influence of 
identity styles: Informational IS (strengthening) and Diffuse-avoidant DS (weakening) on DDPD. As 
it turned out, DDPD not only directly affects PTG and PTSD, but also indirectly affects posttraumatic 
growth, but by reducing the level of PTSD, which in turn strengthens PTG. Our hypothesis was 
therefore confirmed in half. The developmental dimension of psychological defense, with a 
predominance of constructive, task-oriented, problem-oriented defensive activities compared to non-
constructive, avoidance-oriented ones, constitutes cognitive-behavioral resources of an individual 
activated all the more strongly the more a person experiences threats (positive links with ITH) (cf. 
Schubert et al., 2016; Yunus et al., 2019). It is a type of cognitive-behavioral mobilization of flexible 
resources of organisms, which, as it turns out, are able to both reduce the intensity of PTSD and 
participate in positive posttraumatic changes directly and indirectly (Senejko, 2019). Interestingly, 
these resources can be strengthened by the participation of rational behavior regulation associated 
with the Information style of IS identity, or weakened by the tendency to avoid solving problems, 
characteristic of the Diffuse-avoidant style DS. Positive associations between PTSD and PTG, which 
we did not expect, are also not surprising and are noted in some studies (Solomon & Dekel, 2007; 
Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004; Janoff-Bulman, 2004). It should be emphasized, however, that they are 
usually not high and concern lower or medium severity of PTSD, because in the case of high severity 
of PTSD, mental disorganization is too high to simultaneously make positive changes in the area of 
beliefs and social relationships, which is the case with PTG (Joseph et al., 2004; van der Kolk, 2018). 

Conclusion  

Our research fits into existing reports on the response to threats experienced in the context of 
the ongoing war in Ukraine by Ukrainian citizens (Kang et al., 2023; Johnson et al., 2022; Levin et al., 
2023; Karstoft et al., 2024) and residents of the border with Ukraine (Kaniasty et al., 2024; 
Szepietowska, 2023), complementing the rich repertoire of detected relationships. They also have 
their limitations: they include a relatively small number of respondents and difficulties in reaching 
respondents from Ukraine, especially men. Also, when interpreting the obtained results of our 
research, the profile of the respondents should be taken into account, in which there was a clear 
predominance of women and young people (refugees) and the extended duration of the research. 
Nevertheless, it was possible to show that resources securing a reflective attitude towards one's own 
behavior (DDPD, IS ), are associated with coping flexibility (Cheng et al., 2014; Kato, 2020; Bonanno, 
2021). We also revealed, taking into account the identity styles of IS NS, DS, that the flexibility of 
coping with war trauma is also influenced by the motivational aspect, especially collective and social 
motives. We consider the distinction of these two forms of regulation: cognitive (rational/intuitive) 
and motivational - in coping with threats related to war trauma to be important to take into account 
when developing therapeutic interactions with refugees and other people struggling with strong 
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threats. Our research is therefore another small step in the penetration of factors influencing flexible 
coping. 
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