


Welcome
Amanda Leck
Executive Director, Australian Institute for Disaster Resilience



Acknowledgement of Country
AIDR acknowledges the Traditional Custodians of the various lands on which you all join us from 
today and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people participating in this event.

We pay our respects to Elders past, present and emerging and celebrate the diversity of 
Aboriginal peoples and their ongoing cultures and connections to the lands and waters across 
Australia.



Housekeeping
• Today’s event will be recorded and made available after the event.

• Please enter questions for our speakers in the Q&A function, not the chat box.

• Please use the chat box to share any thoughts or reflections during the presentation –
remember to select ‘all panellists and attendees’ to ensure everyone can read your 
message.

• Please be respectful to each other when posting your comments or questions.



The topic of today’s webinar may be sensitive for some people. Some services to access support 
will be posted in the chat.
• Lifeline: https://www.lifeline.org.au/

• Beyond Blue: https://www.beyondblue.org.au/

https://www.lifeline.org.au/
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/


Professor Louise Harms
Lou is the Chair and Head of Social Work at The University of Melbourne. After a decade of working in social work 
practice in hospitals and educational contexts, in 2000 she moved into academia, taking her interests in trauma, 
resilience and recovery into her teaching and research activities. 

She has been a Chief Investigator on the Beyond Bushfires longitudinal study of mental health and community 
resilience following the 2009 Black Saturday bushfires.



Ms Rhonda Abotomey
Rhonda is a posttraumatic growth advocate and presenter. She champions lived experience partnered with formal 
expertise to optimise ‘people oriented’ outcomes in trauma management. Rhonda's mission is expanding 
posttraumatic growth knowledge and resources to enhance trauma preparedness and recovery. Rhonda became a 
strong advocate around inclusion failures, and was driven to contribute to disaster policy improvements, after 
losing multiple family members to bushfire. She has been a Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission Witness, a 
VBRRA Bushfire Bereaved Advisory Group volunteer and worked in a University of Melbourne interdisciplinary 
research team who investigated Post-traumatic Growth after Black Saturday.  Rhonda is a proud parent, author of 
Bushfire poetry and recovery initiatives, and novice artist. Traumatic events have unexpectedly added skills to 
Rhonda’s toolbox for navigating life.



Post-traumatic Growth (PTG)

Professor Lou Harms & 
Ms Rhonda Abotomey
Department of Social Work 
The University of Melbourne



Contributors: 

Lisa Gibbs, Robyn Molyneaux, Louise Harms, H. 
Colin Gallagher, Karen Block, John Richardson, 
Vaughn Brandenburg, Meaghan O’Donnell, Connie 
Kellett, Phoebe Quinn, Lauren Kosta, Kate Brady, 
Greg Ireton, Colin MacDougall, Richard Bryant. 



https://posttraumagrowth.net

https://posttraumagrowth.net/




After disasters and major traumatic events, many people 
have reported positive changes in these areas: 

1. Appreciation of life
2. New possibilities
3. Personal strength
4. Enhanced relationships
5. Spiritual growth



Posttraumatic Growth

1. Appreciation of life

2. Personal strength

3. New possibilities

4. Relating to others

5. Spiritual growth
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Growth through connection

(Re)Activation of skills

Creative engagement

Harms et al., (2018)



From five to ten years …

• Average post-traumatic growth 
appeared to be stable over time

• PTG was associated with higher levels 
of posttraumatic stress

• But it was not  associated with major 
depression, serious mental illness or 
resilience This Photo by Unknown 

Author is licensed 
under CC BY-SA

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CSIRO_ScienceImage_10408_Eucalypt_regrowth_after_Black_Saturday_bushfires.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Strong attachment to the natural environment was associated 
with increased mental health, life satisfaction, resilience, 

community attachment & posttraumatic growth



Community-level PTG at 10 years

• PTG scores were found to be higher amongst high bushfire impacted 
communities compared to low impacted communities

• Levels of post-traumatic growth may vary between people and within 
communities. 



What might be going on?

• experiences of bushfire exposure? 

• perceptions of community cohesion?

• to be investigated further …

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

https://pngimg.com/download/38110
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/


Rhonda’s PTG: - driven by trauma, exclusion, 

and making a positive difference.

2009 Personal writing,  VBBRA advocacy

Vic. Bushfires Royal Commission Witness, 

Bushfire Recovery Initiative: SOC Day

2010 1st Anniversary Poetry Collection 

2010 to 2014 VBRRA Bereaved Advisory Group

2011 Museum Victoria Bushfire Collection 

Contributor, Surviving Traumatic Grief  Book 

Contributor 

2012 PTG Lightbulb Moment

2013 -2017 Uni. Melb. PTG Research Project

2019 10th Anniversary ‘Lightbulb Moments Matter’ 

2020 Bushfire Recovery Kits:  “You Matter I Care” 



• PEOPLE then PROPERTY and PLACE 

• WHO IS BUSHFIRE AFFECTED?
o Include: - Individuals, Workers, Volunteers
o Direct and vicarious trauma 

• WHERE ARE THEY?   

• WHAT SUPPORT IS NEEDED & PROVIDED?
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20“…one thing that we’ve learnt from the fires, because everybody was  so broken, was to come together”  

“ …I’m not grateful for the fires. But I am grateful, not only for the 
opportunity to grow, but for the safe environment in which to do that …”
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Community 
projects 
and
Creative 
expression
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“ …this project saved my life… 

The reason I’m happy and healthy

and able to talk to people today

Is because of this project and the 

growth it allowed me to find…” 

Men’s Shed

Resource Book

Stitch ‘n Chat Group



Skills and Knowledge
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Relationships

24

Couples
Growth 

Growing Confidence in self

Family Growth
Growing networks and community



Time
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Strategies for supporting PTG
• Use a language of PTG both explicitly and implicitly in disaster 

preparedness and post-disaster communications
• Explore PTG conversations as an entry point for broader trauma 

conversations
• Be mindful of the sensitivities of timing, and the diversity of individual 

and community experiences
• Promote community connections 
• Acknowledge PTG and create opportunities for ‘non-community’ aligned 

people
• Promote creative engagement opportunities
• Research PTG in other disaster contexts and research children’s PTG 

perspectives, needs and wants



• All publications from Beyond Bushfires: www.beyondbushfires.org.au

• Bryant, R. A., Waters, E., Gibbs, L., Gallagher, H. C., Pattison, P., Lusher, D., . . . Snowdon, E. (2014). Psychological outcomes following the Victorian 
Black Saturday bushfires. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry, 48(7), 634-643. 

• Bryant, R. A., Gibbs, L., Gallagher, H. C., Pattison, P., Lusher, D., MacDougall, C., . . . Forbes, D. (2018). Longitudinal study of changing psychological 
outcomes following the Victorian Black Saturday bushfires. Australian & New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry, 52(6), 542-551. 
doi:10.1177/0004867417714337

• Du Plooy, L., Harms, L., Muir, K., Martin, B., & Ingliss, S. (2014). “Black Saturday” and its aftermath: Reflecting on post-disaster social work 
interventions in an Australian trauma hospital. Australian Social Work, 67(2), 274-284. doi:10.1080/0312407.2013.862558

• Gibbs, L., Molyneaux, R., Harms, L., Gallagher, H. C., Block, K., J., R., . . . Bryant, R. (2021). 10 Years Beyond Bushfires Report 2020. Retrieved from The 
University of Melbourne: https://mspgh.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/3645090/BB-10-years-report_spread.pdf

• Harms, L., Abotomey, R., Rose, D., Woodward Kron, R., Bolt, B., Waycott, J., & Alexander, M. (2018). Post-disaster posttraumatic growth: Positive 
transformations following the Black Saturday bushfires. Australian Social Work, 71(4), 417-429. 

• Harms, L., Gibbs, L., Ireton, G., MacDougall, C., Brady, K., Kosta, L., . . . Bryant, R. (2021). Stressors and Supports in Postdisaster Recovery: Experiences 
After the Black Saturday Bushfires. Australian Social Work, 1-16. doi:10.1080/0312407x.2021.1874029

• Tedeschi, R. G., & Calhoun, L. G. (2004). Posttraumatic growth: Conceptual foundations and empirical evidence. Psychological Inquiry, 15(1), 1-18. 
• Ungar, M. (2008). ‘Resilience across cultures’, British Journal of Social Work, 38, 218–35.

References

http://www.beyondbushfires.org.au/
https://mspgh.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/3645090/BB-10-years-report_spread.pdf


Q & A session
Don’t forget to enter your questions into the Q&A box. 



Mental health support 

Lifeline: 13 11 14

Beyond Blue: 1300 224 636

www.beyondblue.org.au

Further resources:
knowledge.aidr.org.au/recovery

Event concludes
View the 10 Years Beyond Bushfires report at

www.beyondbushfires.org.au 
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