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Stress, even extremely traumatic stress, may pose both risks and benefits.
Although combat can have lifelong negative consequences, the perception of
positive benefits from military experience can mitigate the negative effects of
combat on mental health. However, little research has examined the impact of
trauma earlier in life on the development of positive adaptation, such as wis-
dom, later in life. The authors examined whether combat exposure and the per-
ception of benefits from military experience, assessed in 1990, were associated
with greater wisdom in later life, assessed in 2001 in 615 men from the Norma-
tive Aging Study men (mean age 74 years, SD = 6.8 years). A quadrilinear rela-
tionship between combat exposure and wisdom was found. Moderate levels of
combat were associated with higher levels of wisdom. The perception of bene-
fits and coping predicted wisdom. Thus, how one appraises and copes with
problems may be more important in the prediction of positive adaptation than
the simple occurrence of stress.
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There is a significant body of research examining the developmental
effects of military service (Clipp and Elder 1996; Elder 1974; Elder and

Clipp 1989; Maas and Settersten 1999). It has been suggested that military
service is a “hidden variable” in men’s aging (Spiro, Schnurr, and Aldwin
1997) that may continue to have important influences on current behavior
(e.g., Falk, Hersen, and Van Hasselt 1994). Although there is ample evidence
that the experience of combat can have deleterious psychological effects
(e.g., Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 1988; Clipp and Elder
1996; Kulka et al. 1990), there is evidence of positive effects as well (Aldwin,
Levenson, and Spiro 1994; Elder and Clipp 1989; Lyons 1991; Monks 1957;
Wolfe et al. 1993). However, less is known about other variables, such as
appraisal and coping, that may mediate both negative and positive outcomes.
Moreover, a relatively new field of positive psychology is beginning to
explore a variety of positive psychological states and traits as well as the
factors that may mediate positive outcomes (Bonanno 2004).

Stress-Related Growth

Although the field of psychology has focused on pathology resulting from
adversity, a growing body of literature demonstrates that positive outcomes
are also possible (Aldwin 1994; Haggerty et al. 1994; Linley and Joseph
2004; Tedeschi, Park, and Calhoun 1998b). This phenomenon has been
called “stress-related growth” (SRG; Aldwin and Levenson 2004) or “post-
traumatic growth” (Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004), “thriving” (Ickovics and
Park 1998), and “benefit finding” (Stanton, Bower, and Low forthcoming). It
is both a process and an outcome initiated by an individual to cope with trau-
matic events so intense that they have been dubbed “seismic events” (Tede-
schi, Park, and Calhoun 1998a), although others have cautioned that even
more mundane stressors can result in growth and/or developmental change
(Aldwin and Levenson 2004). In the process of adapting to the stress or
trauma, an individual develops new resources and capabilities, may experi-
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ence a change in values and priorities, and in extreme cases develops a new
sense of self or worldview.

In describing how self-concept and personality are changed by trauma,
Epstein (1991) likened it to an “atom smasher” that alters assumptions about
the world:

The person who experiences a trauma has no choice but to either grow from or
be diminished by the experience, as the experience is too potent to be ignored.
To successfully master a trauma, it is necessary to accommodate a personal
theory of reality so that it can assimilate the trauma in a manner that makes life
livable and worthwhile. This means cutting the inductively-derived beliefs
from the traumatic experience down to size, so that they are recognized as only
representative of part of reality, not all of it, and modifying the extant personal-
ity structure accordingly. (p. 84)

Although having one’s worldview threatened by a traumatic event may
promote positive, transformational change in some, it may cause lifelong
debilitating mental health problems in others. This prompts investigation
into how an intense stressor such as trauma can have such divergent effects.
Several theories offer explanations for this phenomenon.

In considering how systems promote change, Maruyama (1963) hypothe-
sized two types of processes. Deviation-countering processes function as
negative feedback loops that act like a thermostat to return conditions to
homeostasis. On the other hand, deviation-amplifying processes involve
positive feedback loops that promote and intensify change. Adapting this
model to understanding the long-term outcomes of stress, Aldwin and
Stokols (1988) proposed that the relative balance between the deviation-
countering and the deviation-amplifying processes determines the positive
or negative outcome of long-term change.

Deviation-countering processes inhibit change by facilitating the return
to the state that existed prior to the stressor. Deviation-amplifying processes,
however, can promote either negative or positive change. Aldwin and Sutton
(1998) observed that positive changes could include a transformation in per-
spective and an increase in self-knowledge: “Perhaps the most common find-
ing in the literature on PTG [posttraumatic growth] is that individuals report
a change in their perspective on life, either in terms of their hierarchy of val-
ues or in their perceptions of situations” (p. 57).

Quantum-change theory offers a similar explanation for positive growth
in the wake of traumatic events (Miller 2004). Analogous to quantum change
in physics, this concept describes distinctive and sudden transformational
change. A qualitative study of individuals who reportedly experienced quan-
tum change found that about half “were clearly in crisis or had hit bottom in
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some sense at the time of their transformation” (p. 458). Miller described two
types of quantum change, the mystical or epiphany type, which usually lasts
only a few minutes, and the insightful type, which is more related to insight
or knowing and may have a longer duration. Both result in a permanent
change in perspective or worldview. However, relatively few studies have
examined the pathways through which SRG occurs.

Perceived Benefits

Appraisals are possible mediators of both the short and long-term effects
of stress and trauma. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) made a distinction
between “primary appraisals” and “secondary appraisals,” both of which
occur during or immediately following an event. Although primary apprais-
als involve judgments about one’s immediate safety, secondary appraisals
involve assessments regarding the resources and possible choices available
in response to the event. A third type of appraisal consists of the retrospective
evaluation of the effect of an experience after it has occurred (Janoff-Bulman
1992). These types of retrospective appraisals, called “perceived benefits” or
“tertiary appraisals,” begin after an event is over and can continue over the
course of many years (Dohrenwend et al. 2004; Stanton et al. forthcoming).
Jannoff-Bulman and Berg (1998) suggested that when these long-term
appraisals are mainly negative, they contribute to maladaptive outcomes:

For survivors who have painfully experienced disillusionment, the malevolence
and meaninglessness of the universe is acknowledged in the new assumptive
world. If these negative views are wholly embraced and therefore overwhelm
the survivor’s new assumptive world, the result will be profound anxiety and
despair. (p. 42)

On the other hand, a positive retrospective outlook on traumatic events
may buffer their negative effects. Dohrenwend et al. (2004) found that Viet-
nam veterans with low-salience positive appraisals of their past military ser-
vice had lower levels of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) than veterans
with both low- and high-salience negative appraisals, suggesting that mainly
positive appraisals are evidence of successful adaptation rather than defen-
sive denials that have been associated with maladaptive outcomes.

Similar evidence has been found in the Normative Aging Study (NAS).
Although the NAS men have reported significant combat stress, they have
low levels of PTSD (Spiro, Schnurr, and Aldwin 1994). In an examination of
whether appraisals of desirable and undesirable effects of military service
mediated the effect of combat stress on PTSD, Aldwin et al. (1994) found
that although lifelong negative consequences of combat exposure were
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observed, the perception of positive benefits from the stressful experience
mitigated the effects. Furthermore, Aldwin and Levenson (2005) found that
perceived benefits moderated the impact of combat exposure on current
physical health status in a sample of elderly British veterans. Although these
studies examined the ability of perceived benefits to mediate or moderate the
effects of combat, the present study examined whether this type of perceived
benefit can also promote positive adaptation in later life, specifically, the
development of wisdom.

Wisdom

Elder and Clipp (1989) identified a number of positive outcomes of mili-
tary service, including the ability to cope with adversity, self-discipline, and
a broader perspective on life, personal characteristics commonly considered
attributes of a wise person (cf. Helson and Srivastava 2002; Holliday and
Chandler 1986; Orwoll and Perlmutter 1990). Thus, it seems relevant to
examine combat in the broader perspective of recent studies in the conceptu-
alization and measurement of wisdom.

A growing interest in wisdom has generated numerous approaches that
encompass cognitive (Baltes and Staudinger 2000; Labouvie-Vief 1990;
Sternberg 1998), personological (Holliday and Chandler 1986; Orwoll and
Perlmutter 1990), and transcendent (Curnow 1999; McKee and Barber
1999) approaches to wisdom. Cognitive approaches to wisdom focus on the
development of higher cognitive abilities and general social competence,
including practical knowledge, procedural knowledge, life-span perspective,
relativism, and comfort with uncertainty (Baltes and Staudinger 2000).
Personological approaches examine attributes of an individual, such as kind-
ness, compassion, sense of justice, and openness to experience (Helson and
Wink 1992; Orwoll and Perlmutter 1990). In contrast, the transcendent
approach focuses more on definitions of self, positive emotions as well as
emotional stability, and a sense of interconnectedness (Cloninger, Svrakic,
and Przybeck 1993; Levenson et al. forthcoming; Piedmont 1999).

Self-transcendence has been hypothesized to be a critical aspect of wis-
dom and adaptation in later life (Levenson et al. 2005; Reed 1986, 1991;
Wink and Helson 1997). For example, Tornstam (1994, 1997, 1999) argued
that the disengagement process noted originally by Cumming and Henry
(1961) was not necessarily a sign of alienation but rather could reflect a with-
drawal into retrospection and contemplation in service of development in
later life. Consistent with McKee and Barber’s (1999) definition of wisdom,
self-transcendence involves “seeing through illusion,” the illusion created by
the cultural conditioning and self-limiting belief structures that form one’s
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assumptive world (Janoff-Bulman 1992). “The transcendence of one’s sub-
jectivity and projection is likely to decrease one’s ego-centeredness and
allow one to see reality more clearly” (Ardelt 1997:16). This transcendence
of ego-centeredness may lead to a deeper understanding of the suffering of
others, resulting in increases in caring, compassion, and empathy toward oth-
ers (Ardelt 1997; Csikszentmihalyi and Rathunde 1990; Pascual-Leone
1990).

Although there is a common view that wisdom increases with age (e.g.,
Assmann 1994; Birren and Fisher 1990; Labouvie-Vief 1990; Taranto 1989),
cross-sectional studies have been decidedly mixed as to whether wisdom
increases with age (Baltes and Staudinger 2000). There are several possible
explanations for these findings. Although Baltes and Staudinger suggested
that it is because wisdom is a multidimensional construct with components
that are not necessarily age related, others have focused on individual differ-
ences in the development of wisdom and have sought to determine which
factors in early life promote wisdom in later life. Ardelt (2000) found that
wisdom in later life was unrelated to the quality of childhood or personality
characteristics in young adulthood, but Helson and Srivastava (2002) found
that both practical and transcendent wisdom in midlife was predicted by an
open and complex personality identified 30 years earlier.

Wisdom may also result from the successful resolution of crises and hard-
ship (Ardelt 1998; Linley 2003; Wink and Helson 1997). For example, Bluck
and Glück (2004) conducted a retrospective study in which they asked indi-
viduals to recount the types of circumstances that contributed to the develop-
ment of wisdom. Nearly all of the circumstances were difficult life situations.
If one aspect of SRG is an increase in coping skills, then it is reasonable to
expect that individuals who successfully cope with serious problems will
develop better coping skills that might generalize to other situations as well.
Thus, wisdom can be viewed as both a process of growth through coping
with life’s difficulties and an outcome of that growth (Linley 2003).

The Present Study

The present study examined whether combat exposure and the perception
of the positive effects of military service in earlier life are associated with
wisdom in later life. In particular, we examined whether individuals who
experienced war trauma in their past and who appraised their military experi-
ences positively in 1990 reported higher levels of wisdom, assessed in 2001.
Furthermore, we expected that perceived benefits of military service would
moderate the impact of combat exposure on wisdom, such that individuals
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with high exposure and high benefits would be more likely to be higher in
wisdom in later life. Furthermore, we explored whether some of the effects of
combat exposure and perceived benefits on wisdom in later life are mediated
through concurrent coping strategies.

Method

Sample and Procedure

The data were from the NAS, a longitudinal study of normal aging in men
established at the Boston VA Outpatient Clinic in the early 1960s (Bossé,
Ekerdt, and Silbert 1984). The NAS participants were screened for the
absence of serious physical or mental illness between 1961 and 1970 and
assembled into a panel of 2,280 initially healthy participants. The majority of
the participants were veterans, most serving during World War II or Korea
(see Spiro et al. 1994 for more details).

Measures were administered by mail in 1990 and 2001. In 1990, we
mailed a survey to 1,742 active NAS men, of whom 83% responded. Of the
1,445 respondents, 1,389 were veterans. Respondents were similar to non-
respondents in both demographic and mental health variables (cf. Spiro et al.
1994). This survey included measures of combat exposure (Keane et al.
1989) and of the positive and negative effects of military service. In 2001,
1,366 men were sent a survey that included the Adult Self-Transcendence
Inventory (ASTI; Levenson et al. 2005). However, of these participants, 39
were deceased, 7 were too sick to participate, and 5 had dropped out of the
study. Of the 1,315 eligible participants, 774 (59%) responded.

Responders to the 2001 survey were slightly younger (mean age = 73
years) than nonresponders (mean age = 74 years), F(1, 1,364) = 3.22 , p =
.07. Responders reported better health, χ2(n = 1,098) = 28.85, p < .001, and
were less likely to be widowed, χ2(n = 1,056) = 4.95, p < .05. Controlling for
age, responders were healthier, F(1, 1,095) = 18.49, p < .001, and were slightly
more satisfied with life than nonresponders, F(1, 1,096) = 3.63, p = .057.

In 2001, a majority (80%) of these men were married, 10% were widow-
ed, 5% were divorced, 2% had never been married, and 1% were separated.
Most were retired (72%), 5% were working full-time, and the remaining men
worked part-time. Most of the participants were European Americans.

The sample for the present study consisted of 615 men who responded to
both surveys and had complete data on the ASTI. In 2001, their mean age was
74 years (SD = 6.8 years), with an age range from 56 to 95 years.
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Measures

The 1990 survey collected information on military service, including
type, location, and duration; degree of combat exposure; and beliefs about
the impact of military service. The 2001 survey included questions about
current employment and marital status, a measure of self-transcendent wis-
dom, and a coping measure.

Demographics. Marital status was determined by asking the participants
to choose one among the following five categorical variables: married,
divorced, widowed, separated, and never married. Employment status was
determined by asking the participants to choose the statement that best
described their current work or retirement situation. The choices were
“Retired, and not employed at all”; “Retired, but still employed part-time”;
Retired, but still employed full-time”; “Working part-time and have never
retired”; “Working full-time and have never retired”; and “Unemployed and
have never retired.” These statements were coded into six categorical
variables.

Military service. The 1990 survey included questions on dates of service,
branch, and rank at entry and exit. Dates of service were used to define ser-
vice during World War II (1941 to 1946), the Korean War (1950 to 1955), and
the Vietnam War (1968 to 1975) (cf. Beebe and Simon 1969). Nearly all
(95%) of these men were veterans: 46% were World War II veterans, 32%
were Korean War veterans, and 7% had been veterans of both World War II
and Korea. Only 2% were Vietnam veterans. The remaining men who were
veterans did not serve during wartime. Of the veterans, 45% served in the
Army, 27% in the Navy, 18% in the Air Force, 6% in the Marines, and 3% in
the Coast Guard. Over half of the men (56%) enlisted, 34% of the men were
drafted, and the remainder entered from Reserve Officers’ Training Corps,
the National Guard, or the reserves. Whereas 86% of the sample entered the
service as enlisted men, 57% of the sample had achieved the rank of officer
(either noncommissioned or commissioned) on discharge. A third of the
sample (33%) were awarded at least one citation or metal.

In addition, we asked a series of questions in a brief follow-up interview
about what the men’s service roles had been. Nearly half (41%) filled general
noncombatant support roles, a third (33%) filled general combat roles, 15%
were shipboard, and the remainder served as trainers or medics. One partici-
pant served as a chaplain.
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Combat exposure. The Combat Exposure Scale (Keane et al. 1989) is a
seven-item scale that assesses several dimensions of combat exposure using
a five-point, Likert-type scale indicating the frequency, quantity, and inten-
sity of the experience, for example, “Did you ever go on combat patrols or
have other very dangerous duty?” (1 = no, 2 = 1-2 times, 3 = 3-12 times, 4 =
13-50 times, and 5 = 51+ times). Other questions include “Were you ever
under enemy fire?” “Were you ever surrounded by the enemy?” “What per-
centage of the men in your unit were killed, wounded, or missing in action?”
“How often did you fire rounds at the enemy?” “How often did you see some-
one hit by incoming or outgoing rounds?” and “How often were you in dan-
ger of being injured or killed?”

Combat exposure scores were computed following Aldwin et al. (1994).
Unit-weighted items were summed using a 75% criterion to compensate for
missing data. The resulting scores ranged from 0 to 27, with a mean of 3.41
(SD = 5.93). The α reliability was .92.

In this sample, almost half (43%) of the men reported some combat expe-
rience. Nearly a quarter (22%) of the men were involved in at least one major
battle, and 68% of these experienced between two and nine battles during
their military careers. Far fewer of the sample (16%) reported being involved
in a collective killing action such as a bombing raid, and only 7% reported
having knowingly killed someone personally. Although this percentage
seems low, it is in accordance with Marshall’s (1947) classic study, which
showed that fewer than 10% of the soldiers actually fired their weapons in
battle during World War II.

Positive and Negative Effects of Military Service. This 28-item scale was
developed by Aldwin et al. (1994) based on the work of Elder and Clipp
(1989). The scale has an equal number of positive and negative items indicat-
ing the perceived consequences of military service. The desirable experi-
ences include such items as “learned to cope with adversity,” and “a broader
perspective on things,” and the undesirable experiences include items such as
“disrupted my life” and “waste of time, boredom.” Each item is rated on a
four-point, Likert-type rating scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 3 (a lot).
Unit-weighted items were summed using a 75% criterion to compensate for
missing data. The two scales demonstrated good internal reliability (α = .90
for desirable, α = .80 for undesirable). The mean for desirable effects was
26.61 (SD = 9.26), and the mean for undesirable effects was 6.32 (SD = 5.69).

Coping. The Brief California Coping Inventory (BCCI), a 46-item ver-
sion of the California Coping Inventory (Aldwin, Sutton, and Lachman
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1996), was used to assess coping. Participants were asked to identify the
most stressful thing that had occurred to them in the past month and how they
coped with the stressor using a four-point scale (0 = did not do at all, 3 = did a
lot). If they did not report a stressful event, they did not complete the inven-
tory. This resulted in a reduction of the sample size from 615 to 387. The
BCCI consists of five subscales: Positive Action (“Did you assert control
over the situation?”), Negative Action (“Did you try to make the other per-
son(s) feel guilty?”), Prayer (“Did you pray for guidance?”), Withdrawal
(“Did you isolate yourself from others?”), and Substance Use (“Did you
have a little something to calm yourself down?”). For the purposes of this
study, we focused on the Positive Action (M = 21.83, SD = 10.76) and Nega-
tive Action (M = 6.32, SD = 5.57) subscales. These two subscales exhibited
acceptable reliability (Positive Action α = .87, Negative Action α = .77).

Wisdom. Wisdom was assessed with the ASTI (Levenson et al. 2005),
which consists of 18 Likert-scaled items ranging from 1 (disagree strongly)
to 4 (agree strongly). The directions state, “We would like to know whether
your view of life is different today than it was ten years ago. We would appre-
ciate your reading the statements listed below and indicating the extent to
which you agree with each one.” Sample items include “My sense of self is
less dependent on other people and things,” and “Material things mean less to
me.” To differentiate Tornstam’s (1994) hypothesis that self-transcendence
is distinct from withdrawal based on alienation, alienation items were
included, such as “I feel that my life has less meaning” and “I feel more
isolated and lonely.”

Levenson et al. (2005) confirmed that the ASTI has a two-factor structure,
one for self-transcendence and the other for alienation. Subsequently analy-
ses in the NAS men confirmed this factor structure (Jennings et al. 2003) as
well as its predictive validity. Thus, two subscales were created on the basis
of the factor analysis. Unit-weighted items were summed using a 75% crite-
rion to compensate for missing data. If 75% or more of the items were pres-
ent, we computed the mean item response (after recoding if necessary) and
multiplied by the number of items in the scale. The ASTI subscales exhibited
modest internal reliability (α = .75 and .64 for transcendence and alienation,
respectively). The mean for self-transcendence was 33.42 (SD = 5.09), and
the mean for alienation was 12.09 (SD = 3.31).
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Results

As expected, combat exposure was related to both desirable (r = .09, p <
.05) and undesirable (r = .35, p < .001) effects. Contrary to expectation, how-
ever, combat exposure was unrelated to wisdom in late life (r = .03), although
it was modestly related to alienation (r = .08, p = .07; see Table 1). However,
the perception of desirable effects was related to wisdom (r = .14, p < .001).
Furthermore, undesirable effects were related to alienation (r = .15, p <
.001). Age was not related to wisdom, nor was it related to perceiving desir-
able effects. However, it was positively related to combat exposure (r = 35,
p < .001), undesirable effects (r = .30, p < .001), and alienation (r = .13, p <
.01). Thus, older individuals were more likely to have experienced combat
and its undesirable effects and to be alienated in later life.

It is possible that a nonlinear relationship between combat trauma and
wisdom existed that was not adequately reflected in the correlation coeffi-
cient. Thus, we used hierarchical regression analysis to examine the effect of
combat and combat squared, centering combat first to control for multicol-
linearity. The change in R2 for the squared term was .007, which was margin-
ally significant, F(2, 560) = 3.68, p = .056. We divided the sample by
quartiles, where 1 = no combat, 2 = a little combat, 3 = some combat, and 4 =
high levels of combat, and plotted the effects of combat exposure on wisdom.
As Figure 1a illustrates, those with a little combat experience appeared to be
higher in wisdom in late life, whereas those with either no combat or high
combat exposure were lowest.
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Table 1
Intercorrelations Among Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Age .— .35*** –.05 .30*** –.07 –.09 .04 .13**
2. Combat exposure .— .09* .35*** .01 –.02 .03 .08†
3. Desirable effects .— .13** .22*** .05 .14*** –.07
4. Undesirable effects .— .05 .03 .06 .15***
5. Positive action coping .— .41*** .21*** –.08
6. Negative action coping .— –.01 .15**
7. Self-transcendent

wisdom .— .06
8. Alienation .—
M 74.00 3.41 26.61 6.32 21.83 6.32 33.42 12.09
SD 6.81 5.93 9.26 5.69 10.76 5.57 5.09 3.31

†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.



We also examined whether there was a curvilinear relationship between
combat exposure and alienation in later life, using the same procedure. How-
ever, in this instance, the squared term was not significant, change in R2 =
.002, F(2, 608) = 1.13, p = ns. Inspection of the curve, however, suggested a
difference between those without any combat and those with any at all (see
Figure 1b), which was confirmed using a dichotomous analysis of variance,
F(1, 556) = 4.17, p < .05.

To test our hypothesis that perceiving desirable effects of military service
would moderate the effect of combat exposure on wisdom, we computed a
hierarchical regression analysis with wisdom as the dependent variable, with
combat exposure in the first step of the equation, the desirable effects of mili-
tary service in the second, and an interaction term (Desirable Effects × Com-
bat Exposure) in the third step. The predictor variables were centered to
avoid multicollinearity. However, contrary to our expectations, the interac-
tion term was not significant, change in R2 = .001, F(3, 557) = 5.75, p = ns.

Exploratory Analyses

As mentioned earlier, coping skills are thought to develop as a function of
SRG. Thus, we sought to explore whether the impact of perceiving the bene-
fits of military service on wisdom in later life might be mediated through the
use of coping strategies. Indeed, in a previous study, we found a relationship
between self-transcendence and positive coping (Jennings et al. 2003).

Thus, we analyzed data for 387 men who in 2001 had completed the BCCI
in response to recent stressors. First, we examined the types of problems the
men reported. Not surprisingly, a quarter of the men (25%) reported prob-
lems related to their own health. Other common concerns were their spouses’
health and general hassles (8% and 9%, respectively), followed by transpor-
tation problems (5%) and conflicts with spouses (3%). The remainder
reported an assortment of miscellaneous stressors.

We computed a hierarchical regression analysis to examine the possible
mediating effects of coping between perceiving desirable effects of combat
exposure in 1990 and wisdom scores in 2000. In model 1, we entered only
desirable effects, and in model 2, we added positive and negative action cop-
ing strategies. As Table 2 illustrates, the β value for desirable effects in
model 1 was .17 (p = .01). However, adding the coping strategies to the equa-
tion in model 2 decreased this only slightly (β = .12, p < .05). Both coping
strategies had independent effects, with positive action being positively
related to wisdom (β = .25, p < .001) and negative action being inversely
related to it (β = –.14, p < .05).

126 Research on Aging



Jennings et al. / Combat Exposure and Wisdom 127

Figure 1
Nonlinear trends in wisdom and alienation by combat exposure

Note: 1 = no combat, 2 = a little combat, 3 = some combat, and 4 = high levels of combat.



Discussion

The aim of the present study was to explore the relationship between com-
bat exposure in earlier life and wisdom in later life. We had hypothesized that
perceiving benefits of military service would moderate the impact of combat
on wisdom. However, contrary to our hypotheses, combat exposure was not
linearly related to wisdom in later life, nor did perceived benefits moderate
this effect. However, there was an interesting nonlinear trend that suggested
that those with low levels of combat exposure were highest in wisdom scores,
whereas those with either no combat or high combat were lowest. This was in
stark contrast to the relation between combat exposure and alienation. Our
analyses suggested that any combat exposure was associated with higher
levels of alienation in late life.

This parallels similar findings by Schnurr, Rosenberg, and Friedman
(1993), who found that men with moderate combat levels were more likely to
improve on the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI) from
early to midlife than those with either no or high levels of combat exposure.
Furthermore, earlier work in the same sample confirmed a strong and fairly
linear relationship between combat exposure and PTSD symptoms nearly 50
years later.

Perceiving positive effects of military service in 1990 was associated with
higher wisdom scores 10 years later. Furthermore, these effects were only
partially mediated through coping strategies. Thus, how one interprets an
experience may be more important than the existence of trauma for positive
experience in later life. This suggests that SRG stems more from appraisal
and coping processes than from exposure per se. Furthermore, it raises ques-
tions about the common assumption that SRG is more likely to occur with
major trauma than everyday stress (Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004) and sup-
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Table 2
Hierarchical Regression Analysis

Predicting Self-Transcendent Wisdom

Model 1 Model 2

Variable β ∆R2 ∆F β ∆R2 ∆F

Desirable effects .17** .03 10.37** .12*
Positive action coping .25***
Negative action coping –.14* .05 9.65***

Note: Model 1: total R2 = .03, F(1, 365) = 10.37, p < .01; model 2: total R2 = .08, F(3, 363) = 10.05,
p < .001.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.



ports arguments by Aldwin and Levenson (2004) that moderate stressors
may also result in posttraumatic growth.

One possible interpretation is that SRG is not a one-dimensional phenom-
enon. Examination of the literature reveals more of a multidimensional struc-
ture, with SRG including transformations in self-identity, increases in com-
petence, changes in values, closer relationships with significant others, and
sometimes spiritual transformations (Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004). Thus, it
would make sense that moderate stressor levels might help with increases in
competence, changes in values, and closer relationships, whereas very high
stress levels may be necessary for transformational change. However, our
current measures do not adequately assess these different dimensions. It
appears that combat exposure increases the risk for alienation in later life,
and thus it might be more difficult to develop the sort of perspective that is
captured by our wisdom measure. However, it is encouraging that the per-
ceiving benefits of military service earlier in life does seem to promote
wisdom in later life.

However, a number of caveats are in order. First, the sample was com-
posed primarily of older European America men, and thus it is not clear
whether the results found here will generalize to other, more diverse samples,
including women and ethnic minorities. Given that some level of resources
may be necessary for the occurrence of SRG (Crosnoe and Elder 2004), these
findings may not generalize to very low socioeconomic status groups as well.
Furthermore, even within the NAS men, our sample was younger and health-
ier than the norm, which is to be expected when examining participation at
multiple points in time but may further limit its generalization.

Second, we did not explore whether personality might be a third force
driving both perceived benefits and wisdom. It is entirely possible that both
simply reflect something like optimism (see Davis, Nolen-Hoeksema, and
Larson 1998). Adding additional surveys that had personality data would
have further decreased the sample size. However, earlier work with the
MMPI suggested that the relationship between combat exposure and per-
ceived benefits was relatively robust and withstood covarying out personal-
ity factors (Schnurr et al. 1993). Nonetheless, future research should explore
the intersection between personality characteristics, perceived benefits of
stress, and wisdom.

Another difficulty is that the ASTI asks participants to report whether their
views of life are different today than they were 10 years ago. Thus, the scores
reflect the participants’ perceptions of their changes in self-transcendence
rather than absolute levels of self-transcendence. This poses a risk that
changes in self-transcendence may have occurred long ago. Note that the
perceived benefits scale also examines self-perceived change. Nonetheless,
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the temporal distance between the two measures hopefully softens any prob-
lems with correlated errors.

Finally, this study was only partially longitudinal in that the primary pre-
dictor variables were assessed 10 years before the outcome variables. How-
ever, a stronger design would be to have baseline measures of various forms
of adaptation, including wisdom, then follow individuals until they experi-
enced trauma, assess SRG after that occurrence, and then at some point after
that change in wisdom. However, such a prospective design would be
extremely expensive and time-consuming, and preliminary studies such as
these are necessary to support even planning such a study.

On the whole, then, this study suggests that combat exposure can have
both positive and negative effects in later life. Although combat exposure
does increase the risk for alienation in later life, it also affords the opportu-
nity for SRG, which in turn may be related to positive adaptation in later life.
However, much more research, preferably longitudinal, is needed to under-
stand how and why some individuals can perceive benefits in evenly highly
traumatic circumstances and how SRG can promote the development of
wisdom in later life.
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