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Developmental Potential – Grouped 

 

Developmental Instinct 

The developmental instinct, as we understand it, is not reducible to biological 
forces, is not "ready” in the embryonic structure, but rather goes beyond the 
biological life cycle of the individual, and allows him to transform his inherited 
psychological type. The developmental instinct can be clearly seen in what we call 
accelerated development and especially in the development of eminent 
personalities. It is recognized by an early appearance of developmental nuclei. 
Usually, the potential for accelerated development is marked by the presence of 
multiple forms of overexcitability, of nuclei of positive disintegration and of the 
inner psychic milieu, as well as of special abilities, talents and interests 
(Dabrowski, 1970, p. 27). 

 

One can already observe in a child one and a half to two years old certain fairly 
well differentiated potentials of the developmental instinct. These can be expressed 
through various differentiated forms of psychic hyperexcitability such as sensual, 
psychomotor, emotional, imaginational or intellectual hyperexcitability 
(Dabrowski, 1970, p. 31). 

 

The developmental transitions are from integration to disintegration and from 
unilevel structures to multilevel structures. It was stated that the feasibility and the 
extent of these transitions is a function of the developmental potential; its 
components, the three factors and the five forms of overexcitability, were 
identified. It would seem this is all that is needed. However, the developmental 
potential is defined as the original endowment necessary to reach a given level of 
development. This does not mean that it is sufficient. It appears as a logical 
necessity to postulate an organizing factor which can gradually bring order out of 
the chaos of the clashes and conflicts provided by the multivariate components of 
the original endowment. This organizing factor might be distinct from it. This 
certainly is a difficult problem and one which cannot be readily resolved. But the 
use of a concept of a 'developmental instinct' addresses to this problem 
(Dabrowski, 1996, p. 25). 
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Philosophical 

In psychiatry, this theory leads to an increased respect for the patient, emphasis on 
psychic strengths as well as on psychopathological processes, and attention to the 
creative and developmental potential of the patient. The theory indicates the 
necessity in diagnosis and treatment to distinguish disintegration as either positive 
or negative in nature. The theory of positive disintegration represents a change in 
the traditional psychiatric concepts of health, illness, and normality. Perhaps these 
concepts can be clarified by the presentation and discussion of two case histories 
(Dabrowski, 1964, p. 23). 

 

It is understandable that the developmental potential existing in susceptible 
individuals, overwhelmed by negative potentials and experiences, expresses itself 
with great difficulty but we believe that under very favorable conditions it could 
find positive expression. Under optimal conditions, the individual could even 
attempt to overcome his pathological elements. Creative abilities, great syntony, 
emotional shocks which could break the existing schizophrenic systems can serve 
as positive forces of development. Such was the case of Clifford Beers, who felt 
very high empathy towards his fellow inmates, who had a talent for painting, and 
who thanks to his logical thinking was able in a crucial moment to identify his 
brother and thus dispelled his delusions about meeting his brother's double. This 
led him to psychic regeneration at a higher level (Dabrowski, 1970, p. 55). 

 

The achievement of mental health requires specific potentials for the development 
of all main psychic functions. The complete lack of such potentials as empathy, 
self-awareness, or hierarchy of values leads to crippled mental development, such 
as psychopathy. There is thus a necessity to view mental health as the potential for 
positive development of all basic mental dynamisms. We cannot imagine a healthy 
human being, who could develop only his intellectual abilities without the parallel 
development of emotional sensitivity. Neither can we imagine that a mentally 
healthy individual is one who fully develops the aggressive, sexual, and self-
preservation instincts, without concomitant developmental of multilevel emotional 
life and intellectual abilities. A unilateral development of a limited group of 
potentials leads to atrophy of other potential human functions (Dabrowski, 1970, p. 
59). 
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The answer from the standpoint of the theory of positive disintegration is very 
clear. In the first instance we have a typical case of primitive, even psychopathic 
structure which creates daily injustice and puts in danger and fear everybody 
around. If an individual of this type would receive proper educational and 
psychiatric treatment in his childhood, many social calamities could be avoided. In 
the second case we have an individual with a great human developmental potential, 
possibly a creative contributor to the progress and growth of society. The fact that 
the first type of individuals is generally considered mentally healthy, and the 
second mentally sick, indicates that the society itself is primitive and confused 
(Dabrowski, 1970, p. 118).  

 

The acceptance of the view that nervousness and psychoneuroses are not mental 
illnesses, but usually represent a phase of positive, accelerated and healthy 
development, indicates the need for a change of our attitude toward many people 
of great creative potential. It eliminates the belief that such people require medical 
treatment. On the contrary, it fosters the attitude of genuine respect, understanding 
of the difficult inner struggles they experience and willingness to give them 
encouragement and assistance. Medical treatment and psychotherapeutic efforts 
will be replaced by counselling which would consist mainly in the clarification of 
the developmental nature of nervous tension and symptoms of disintegration 
(Dabrowski, 1970, pp. 118-119). 

 

In individuals who are richly endowed and talented the same influence leads to 
psychoneurotic creative processes which, although rich in their content, are 
described by the social milieu and the physicians as pathological. Such a label is, 
of course, detrimental to both the psychoneurotic individuals and the society. In 
this, way the path of collisions between psychoneurotics with their creative 
components and the environment takes shape. The path of these collisions is a hard 
road of liberation for creative individuals, it is a path of suffering-not always 
necessary and not always useful. It is a path which does not quickly lead to finding 
one's own road of development because of the strong inhibitions and frequently 
high suggestibility of these individuals (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 10). 
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The treatment of obsessions is the same as for other forms of psychoneurosis. 
There must be a detailed diagnosis which offers an objective and multidimensional 
examination of the patient's creative abilities, his originality and authenticity. Only 
then can one hope to convince the patient point after point that he possesses close 
linkages between certain "pathological” symptoms and the particular forms of his 
developmental potential and his mental richness (altruistic and existential 
anxieties, depressions and self-criticism, obsessions, insight, feeling of 
responsibility). The diagnosis must be concrete and extensive; it must have the 
power of a documented evidence of the value of psychoneurotic processes in 
mental growth. Practical conclusions must relate accurately to the patient's life 
situation (1972, p. 153). 

 

Such an attitude will give to society many creative individuals with a great 
developmental potential. It will overcome the patient's anxiety that he is ill and that 
he has less mental value than the so-called normal people. From the psychological 
point of view, a much more multisided approach is needed than that which has 
been applied by psychologists in their diagnoses and psychotherapeutic 
recommendations (1973, p. 152). 

 

I could not agree with the idea of early childhood frustrations as an explanation for 
the origin and development of psychoneuroses when everyday observation and my 
clinical practice were demonstrating the link between psychoneurotic and creative 
processes. I could not accept the one-sided and unilevel transposition of 
experimental results with animals carried out by Pavlovians or behaviorists onto 
the complex, subtle, and multilevel human mechanisms. I could not accept certain 
theories (Janet, Adler, and others) which associated human development with 
external conditions only and did not take into account the developmental potential 
of the inner psychic milieu (Dabrowski, 1975, p. 235). 
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Having discussed the concepts of multilevelness and positive disintegration, it 
seems best to proceed to a description of two pentatonic sets on which rests the 
theory of positive disintegration. The first set is made of five levels of 
development, the second, of five forms of psychic overexcitability. The second set 
constitutes the essential components of the developmental potential to be presented 
in Chapter 5 (Dabrowski, 1977, p. 18). 

 

The significance and the originality of the theory of positive disintegration does 
not lie, as it is often believed, in introducing the idea of disintegration as a positive 
developmental process. Understandably, this aspect of the theory appears closest to 
clinical psychology, psychiatry, and education. Nevertheless, the significance and 
originality of Dabrowski's theory lie in its concepts of developmental structures, 
developmental potential, and the characteristics by which they can be detected and 
measured (Dabrowski, 1977, p. 70). 

 

The theory, in brief, is a theory of development which stresses higher emotions and 
cognitive processes that guide and transform personality structure from a lower to 
a higher level of organization. Positive disintegration is a name for the process by 
which the structure of a higher level replaces the lower one. The theory defines 
five developmental levels each constituted differently. This is described in the first 
volume together with other basic terms of the theory. The theory explains different 
developmental patterns by introducing the concept of developmental potential. 
This concept is related to observable dimensions-the five forms of psychic 
overexcitability mentioned at the beginning. These five forms were designated as 
five dimensions of mental functioning (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977, p. 2). 

 

Differentiation 

Early observable nuclei of a mixed psychological type (schizothymocyclic, 
introvert-extrovert) indicate the potential, along with some of the above-mentioned 
elements, for an early development of the inner psychic milieu. Early observable 
manifestations of special interests, talents, and abilities are yet another indicator of 
developmental potential (Dabrowski, 1970, p. 31). 
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The coexistence in the developmental potential, for example, of emotional, 
imaginational, and intellectual hyperexcitability, or coexistence of introvert and 
extrovert, schizothymic and cyclothymic traits, enables one to transform his basic 
psychological type, that is to say, it permits the elaboration of a much more 
complex, multidimensional and rich typological characteristic (Dabrowski, 1970, 
p. 31). 

 

Innate developmental potentials may be more general or more specific, more 
positive or more negative. General excitability, nuclei of the inner psychic milieu, 
general interests and aptitudes are examples of general and positive potentials. 
Specific forms of hyperexcitability such as emotional, imaginational or sensual 
hyperexcitability, as well as specific interests or aptitudes, such as musical, 
choreographic or mathematical aptitudes, constitute specific and positive 
potentials. Constitutional psychopathy, nuclei of involutionary psychosis, 
hereditary forms of mental retardation are examples of general negative potentials. 
Aggressiveness, criminal inclinations, constitute specifically negative potentials 
(Dabrowski, 1970, pp. 33-34). 

 

Environmental influences collide with those potentials, strengthen or weaken them, 
but their outcome always depends on an individual's hereditary endowment. We 
can distinguish three main forms of the interaction between innate potentials and 
environmental influences:  (1) If the developmental potential is distinctly positive 
or negative, the influence of the environment is less important.  (2) If the 
developmental potential does not exhibit any distinct quality, the influence of the 
environment is important and it may go in either direction.  (3) If the 
developmental potential is weak or difficult to specify, the influence of the 
environment may prove decisive, positively or negatively (Dabrowski, 1970, p. 
34). 

 

Manifestations of the developmental potential in children. Almost all these forms 
of overexcitability can be detected between 1 and 2 years of age and the older the 
child the more they are discernible. We can note these potentials in an excessive 
and global mobility of the child, in its sensitivity to colours, sounds, tastes, smells, 
in its need for affection, fondling, in silent moods, early sadness and spontaneous 
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joy, in early syntony-even empathy- for parents and siblings, in richness of 
observation, in quick penetration into the world of fantasy and imagination, in 
early reflection about himself, about life and about death. Such reflections can 
appear already in children 3-4 years, old (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 8). 

 

Developmental potential can also be observed in children in connection with strong 
special interests and abilities. If a child has enhanced intellectual excitability then 
at the age of asking questions he will not be satisfied with automatic answers but 
will ask a second and a third time, often forming the questions in a new way as a 
result of new associations. Some children are surprising by their perceptiveness of 
the world around them, by their childish "philosophical” outlook. Some children 
show early mathematical abilities in relation to mathematical-philosophical and 
magical problems (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 8). 

 

Nevertheless these relatively good nuclei of positive development did not find 
correspondingly good conditions in her environment, on the contrary, they were 
rather negative (she was treated as a hysteric).  

In our view, several elements of her personality did not permit a sufficient, positive 
mobilization of her rich developmental potential, although weak in autonomous 
factors. Among these we would include her hypersensitivity, a great facility for 
transposition of psychic experiences into the autonomic nervous system, her lack 
of development of psychic independence, and a disproportion between excessive 
sensitivity and in sufficiently strong sense of self-awareness and self-control. 
Furthermore, there was a lack of external stimuli which could help promote a 
certain degree of emotional resilience-all these elements did not permit a sufficient, 
positive mobilization of her rich but unutilized developmental potential.  

From the standpoint of the theory of positive disintegration the stimuli she received 
were insufficient to mobilize and develop an inner psychic milieu, a hierarchy of 
aims, a disposing and directing center at a high level, or any interests and talents as 
well as autopsychotherapeutic dynamisms (Dabrowski, 1972, pp. 24-25). 
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She did not have any negative developmental potential (i.e. no evidence of 
psychopathy, mental retardation or psychosis); her positive potential was 
manifested early as an emotional and imaginational overexcitability combined with 
a predominance of introvertive traits (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 27). 

 

All cases are marked by more introversion than extraversion. In consequence of 
such typology the individuals cannot look for solutions of their difficulties in the 
external world but mainly in their inner world. The way open to them is a 
development through painstaking uncovering of higher dynamisms in themselves 
(e.g. personality ideal, empathy, self-awareness, a sense and philosophy of life) 
(Dabrowski, 1972, p. 37). 

 

The disequilibrium of the sympathetic and the parasympathetic nervous systems 
and resultant psychic disequilibrium are causally related. Moreover, the excitations 
and depressions, irritations and anxieties occurring in individuals with a positive 
developmental potential evoke in them striving to overcome these reactions. Hence 
the inner conflicts which ensue appear to bring out a new factor in development, 
i.e. the process of hierarchization (see p. 39). The process of hierarchization 
introduces a direction in the conflicts by defining more strongly to the individual's 
consciousness the levels involved in his conflicts. In this way occurs what one 
could call a psychologization of conflicts which started on the sympathetic-
parasympathetic level now gradually move away from this level towards a more 
conscious involvement of feelings (Dabrowski, 1972, pp. 55-56). 

 

A hereditary endowment with only one-sided form of the developmental potential, 
e.g. special skills or abilities which pertain to one activity only but are not 
combined with different kinds of emotional overexcitability or a wide range of 
interests, for instance a special talent for playing chess, a keen memory for facts 
and dates but not for deeper understanding of history, a sharp intelligence for an 
objective quantitative research career in science but lacking the ability to put the 
interpretation of the findings in a wider  context, or even to see its philosophical 
implications. Consequently adaptation to a hierarchical conception of reality and 
values (multilevel disintegration) is poor, being not global but narrow. Inner 
psychic transformation and self-control are also weak, while there may be some 
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creative ability, however the sensitivity to internal and external stimuli is very high 
(Dabrowski, 1972, pp. 171-172). 

 

Cleckley (1976) and Hare (1970) found that a good number of psychopaths did not 
come from environments which were deprived economically or emotionally. On 
the other hand, there are individuals who are capable of overcoming the effect of a 
severely and depriving environment (Seligman, 1975; Rutter, 1977). Hence, in 
addition to, or, rather, prior to the influences of the environment, we must look at 
the psychological properties of the organism on which the environment is 
impinging. In the theory of positive disintegration, the concept of a developmental 
potential is the means by which one can account systematically and quantitatively 
for differences in attained and attainable levels of development (Dabrowski, 1977, 
p. 58). 

 

It would be hard to find recognizable manifestations of dynamisms early in 
development, as in small pre-verbal children. Thus, at the beginning of 
development, the above equation must reduce to DP = oe; the pentatonic set of 
forms of psychic overexcitability is what we must look at if we want to assess 
developmental potential early. However, appropriate methods first have to be 
developed (Dabrowski, 1977, p. 60). 

 

The definition of the developmental potential as a fixed endowment which 
determines the levels of development a person may reach usually evokes the 
reaction that this puts a rigid ceiling on everyone's development except for the 
most abundantly blessed. But one must look at the last part of the definition, which 
states, "if the physical and environmental conditions are optimal" and try to 
appreciate what actually can happen when the conditions of psychological growth 
are, indeed, optimal. This is rarely the case, however. Under the heading, "Secure 
attachment and the Growth of Self-Reliance," Bowlby (1973, Chapter 21) 
reviewed a number of studies in which the relation between personality 
development and family experience was examined in detail. An example is 
provided by the case of Ralph in Peck and Havighurst's (1960) study of character 
development. At the age of 17, Ralph appears to have an unusually strong sense of 
fairness and justice, liking for others, and confidence in himself. On the other hand, 
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he is not very imaginative, does not burn with curiosity, but, rather, likes to have 
normal, ordinary fun like those around him. From our point of view, Ralph would 
appear to have a quite limited developmental potential. Yet compared with others, 
he comes across as a wonderfully mature and responsive human being. Peck and 
Havighurst put him in their highest category: rational-altruistic. In this case, 
Ralph's family conditions were indeed optimal, where the parents provided a 
climate of affection, trust, encouragement, interest, and order. Thus, rather than 
interpret DP as a limitation, it might be worthwhile to ponder how severely 
limiting the environment often is. It is also worth pointing out that it will be easier 
to uncover the manifestations of DP and cultivate them if one knows what to look 
for in terms of specific expressions of different kinds of overexcitability. And, 
lastly, it will not do to blame parents for what they do not know how to provide; 
rather, parents must be trained, educated, and assisted throughout the years of child 
rearing (Dabrowski, 1977, p. 61). 

 

In research the autobiography serves as a means for detecting as many dynamisms, 
functions, and components of the developmental potential as can be found. From 
these separately identified units the mosaic of the developmental pattern is 
constructed. The autobiographies and the responses to Verbal Stimuli serve as a 
source of material in which the different levels of emotional development can be 
identified (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977, pp. 3-4). 

 

With this procedure, the precise details of assignment of theoretical terms to 
response units will vary from rater to rater, but independent raters can be expected 
to arrive at the same overall value for the level and type of development for a given 
subject. Gage and Morse (personal communication) have developed several 
methods of testing developmental level and found good agreement between their 
raters as well as between methods. The main disadvantage of our method is that it 
requires comprehension and interpretation of the subject's enunciations. The 
advantage of our method is that it allows quantitative assessment of the strength of 
the developmental potential (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977, p. 15). 
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One-sided development. Individuals endowed with special talents but lacking 
multilevel developmental potential realize their development mainly as a function 
of their ability and creativity. Such creativity, however, lacks universal 
components. Only some emotional and intellectual potentials develop very well 
while the rest remains undeveloped, in fact, it appears lacking. There is often 
disproportionate development of certain forms of expression of emotional, sensual, 
or imaginational overexcitability. It may be manifested for instance as excessive 
identification with others to the point of losing one's identity but which lacks the 
more mature and balanced aspects of relationships, or as great fascination with the 
whole range of the world of real life or the dream or occult world but without any 
sense of discrimination. This may give rise to copious creative outpourings in 
writing, painting, movie making or scientific endeavor but it will lack the universal 
context of human experience, knowledge, and objective hierarchy of values 
(Dabrowski, 1996, p. 21). 

 

A strong developmental potential will manifest multilevel components already in 
childhood. In consequence, the developmental path of a person so endowed cannot 
at any time be limited totally to primary integration. One could say, of course, that 
the period of infancy is one of primary integration. However, we cannot at that 
time identify all the components of the DP, which we can do more easily when the 
child begins to speak in sentences. By that time, we can attempt to establish 
whether the developmental trend is integrative or disintegrative. A neurological 
examination developed by Dabrowski and outlined in Volume 2 offers suggestions 
for possible avenues of exploration of indicators of developmental potential in 
infancy (Dabrowski, 1977, p. 64). 

 

A strong developmental potential will manifest multilevel components already in 
childhood. In consequence, the developmental sequence of a person so endowed 
from the start cannot be limited at any time totally to primary integration. One 
could say, of course, that the period of infancy is one of primary integration. 
However, we cannot at that time identify the developmental factors such as those 
we shall be concerned with here. By the time a child begins to speak in sentences 
we can attempt to discern developmental factors and establish whether the 
developmental trend is integrative or disintegrative. Perhaps it would be 
worthwhile to indicate that the neurological examination outlined in Part 2 does 
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offer some suggestions for possible avenues of exploration of indicators of 
developmental potential in infancy (Dabrowski, 1996, p. 23). 

 

Three Factors 

We have already touched several times, albeit superficially, on the topic of the 
three factors in the development of man. The first of these factors involves the 
hereditary, innate constitutional elements which are expressed in the 
developmental potential, in a more or less specific way, and are already 
recognizable in a one year old child. They can often be clearly perceived in a child 
from one to three years of age. The early differentiation of such a potential could 
not be explained, despite its plausibility, by environmental factors. Within a family 
that is cultural and well educated, that manifests love and responsibility for the 
children, we cannot explain the differences in emotional or imaginational 
hyperexcitability, the differences in mixed typology, the differences in interests 
and talents among the children by reference to environmental influences only 
(Dabrowski, 1970, p. 33). 

 

The specifically human developmental elements consist, on the one hand, in 
growing independence from hereditary and environmental determinants and, on the 
other hand, in the multilevel profile of his mental transformations, that is to say, his 
ability to distinguish lower and higher levels of mental activity and his potential for 
transition from lower forms to higher forms. Growing independence of man from 
hereditary and environmental factors is based on the autonomous dynamisms. 
Multilevelness finds its expression in the dynamism of hierarchization. To put it in 
negative terms, firstly, man not being a machine cannot be explained by the two-
factor-approach (hereditary and environment), and secondly human reality cannot 
be described, explained and understood from a horizontal, nonevaluative point of 
view. As autonomy and the awareness of the hierarchy of levels constitute crucial 
elements of existence in a specifically human way, no theoretical or philosophical 
account of human reality can be satisfactory, if it does not take into account and 
properly utilize those two aspects (Dabrowski, 1970, p. 121-122). 
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In the middle of the upper part of Table 2 is a column marked "Factors in 
Development." These factors are somewhat formless conglomerations of 
influences on development. On occasion, Dabrowski has referred to them as 
constituents of the developmental potential (Dabrowski, 1970, p. 33). Because 
similar "factors" are mentioned by Piaget and because they sometimes impress 
some minds as if they had theoretical merit, we must devote a few words to them 
(Dabrowski, 1977, p. 61-62). 

 

Developmental potential is the original endowment which determines what level of 
development a person may reach under ideal conditions. Developmental potential 
describes the relationships between individual development and three sets of 
factors which control development (Dabrowski, 1970). The first set of factors 
embodies the genes and the permanent psychical changes in the organism's 
constitution which may occur during pregnancy, birth, or soon after. For the sake 
of simplicity we consider only the changes in the physical makeup of the organism. 
The first factor thus represents innate constitutional characteristics and 
potentialities of the organism (Dabrowski, 1996, p. 10) 

 

The developmental potential does not necessarily include a measure of each one of 
these sets of factors. It can be limited to the first factor alone, or to the first and the 
second (Piechowski, 1974) (Dabrowski, 1996, p. 14). 

 

When the developmental potential is limited to the first factor we are dealing with 
a psychopathic or sociopathic individual indifferent to social opinion and social 
influence, pursuing only his own totally egocentric goals. Such individuals are 
incapable of reflection on their actions. Their life is a function of externals. This 
would correspond to Kohlberg's (1963) stages 1 and 2. For instance when Jimmy 
Hoffa described to an audience the depersonalization he suffered in prison he could 
only describe it in terms of being deprived of the choice of haircut, clothing and 
unlimited use of his money (Dabrowski, 1996, p. 14). 
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The developmental potential can be limited to the first and the second factors only. 
In that case we are dealing with individuals who throughout their life remain in the 
grip of social opinion and their own psychological typology (e.g. social climbers, 
fame seekers, those who say "I was born that way” or "I am the product of my 
past” and do not conceive of changing). External influences from groups or 
individuals shape their behavior but not necessarily in a stable fashion. Changing 
influences shift the patterns of behavior or can deprive it of any pattern altogether. 
autonomous developmental factors do not appear, and if they do only briefly, they 
do not take hold (Dabrowski, 1996, pp. 14-15). 

 

The developmental potential may have its full complement of all three sets of 
factors. In that case the individual consciously struggles to overcome his social 
indoctrination and constitutional typology (e.g. a strongly introverted person works 
to reduce his tendency to withdraw by seeking contacts with others in a more 
frequent and satisfying fashion). Such a person becomes aware of his own 
development and his own autonomous hierarchy of values. He becomes more and 
more inner-directed (Dabrowski, 1996, p. 15). 

 

The above description of the developmental potential and its breakdown into three 
components does not allow one to measure it independently of the context of 
development. So far we have considered the three factors of development as 
general sets of conditions which allow only to distinguish an externally from an 
internally controlled type of development. We need now to identify specific factors 
whose presence is a condition of development through positive disintegration and 
whose absence would limit it to primary integration (Dabrowski, 1996, p. 15). 

 

Autonomous Forces 

If heredity may be called the first and environment the second factor, it is 
necessary to take into consideration the activity of a third factor, i.e. all the 
autonomous forces. What is their source? How are they developed? What is their 
genesis? Such questions are difficult to answer. We can only suppose that the 
autonomous factors derive from hereditary developmental potential and from 
positive environmental conditions; they are shaped by influences from both. 
However, the autonomous forces do not derive exclusively from heredity and 
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environment, but are also determined by the conscious development of the 
individual himself. They appear at various developmental periods; they can be 
described and differentiated (Dabrowski, 1970, p. 34). 

 

In most gifted individuals who show accelerated development the autonomous 
factors can be found and described fairly accurately. As mentioned earlier they are 
found where we detect developmental potentials, and where we find appropriate 
social conditions for development. They appear under conditions of inner conflicts, 
expressing themselves through the development of the inner psychic milieu and the 
elaboration of a hierarchy of values. The autonomous factors develop and are 
partially expressed through the development of astonishment with respect to 
oneself and the external environment, dissatisfaction with oneself, disquietude, 
feelings of inferiority towards oneself, and feelings of shame and guilt. They are 
further expressed as the dynamisms of subject-object in oneself, self-awareness 
and self control, autonomy, empathy, and the development of a hierarchy of values 
arid of a program of development, as well as the activation of one's ideal of 
personality (Dabrowski, 1970, pp. 34-35). 

 

Besides the constitutional endowment expressed as nuclei of the developmental 
potential and the influence of the social milieu there is a third category of forces 
that is very important in the shaping of psychoneurotic processes. These are the 
autonomous factors which develop gradually throughout the individual's life 
experiences. Becoming more and more conscious they often come to play the most 
important role in the evolution of psychoneurosis as a growth towards autonomy 
and self-determination. These autonomous factors find their expression in 
education of oneself, in autopsychotherapy, and in richer use of the individual's 
creative abilities (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 10). 

 

When the processes of hierarchization move from the phase of spontaneous 
conflicts and un-programmed searches for solutions to a phase of greater role of 
consciousness and organization, then the psychoneurotic processes reach a 
different level of expression. This level of development is reached only when the 
autonomous components of the developmental potential are very strong, and that 
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means a high level of self-awareness and self-determination (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 
80). 

 

Rich/Strong DP 

The individual with a rich developmental potential rebels against the common 
determining factors in his external environment. He rebels against all that which is 
imposed on him against his will, against the typical influences of his environment, 
against the necessity of subordination to the laws of biology. At the same time 
there may arise a positive or negative attitude with respect to some of his own 
hereditary traits and inborn inclinations (Dabrowski, 1970, p. 32). 

 

In cases of rich developmental potentials, there develop new aspirations, new 
forms of activity, new talents, or there is a revival of previous ones. New 
developmental spurts can occur, new sublimatory and compensatory tendencies 
can develop, new interests and abilities, new attitudes and new ways of knowing 
(Dabrowski, 1970, p. 37). 

 

This is a case, we believe, representing a rich developmental potential, and which, 
assuming proper conditions, could give rise to accelerated development. In our 
view, symptoms of such emotional tension, which resemble ecstasy, symptoms of 
somnambulism, resisting tragic conditions: all of these give a picture rather 
contrary-from the point of view of totality of character and personality--to the 
group of characteristics on which we usually depend in the diagnosis of hysteria. 
Exclusive attention to the so-called typical symptoms without attempting to 
correlate them with healthy personality traits gives, in our opinion, a basis for a 
merely schematic diagnosis that omits the rich aspects of personality structure and 
its developmental possibilities (Dabrowski, 1970, pp. 48-49). 
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Some forms of overexcitability constitute a richer developmental potential than 
others. Emotional (affective), imaginational and intellectual overexcitability are the 
richer forms. If they appear together they give rich possibilities of development 
and creativity. If these three forms of overexcitability are combined with the 
sensual and psychomotoric then these latter two are both enriched and enhanced in 
their positive developmental possibilities (Dabrowski, 1972, pp. 7-8). 

 

Strong developmental potential. The forms of expression of psychic 
overexcitability described above are those that do not have a strong developmental 
potential. Those that do take on more complex forms. When the developmental 
potential is strong then a new and very important factor comes into play, namely 
hierarchization. This is the beginning of the development of a multilevel inner 
psychic milieu. (Dabrowski, 1972, pp. 78-79) 

 

In the experiencing of an individual aware of himself there is a feeling of losing 
one's attractiveness, one's value and instead growing dependence on others. 
Individuals endowed with great developmental potential experience suicidal 
thoughts, preparations for death, and often changes in the direction of opening 
interest in meditation and mystical phenomena. At the same time they are 
dominated by feelings of sadness, isolation and loneliness (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 
99). 

 

The developmental potential may be particularly strong when in addition to the 
three components there are special talents and particular strength of self-awareness 
and self-determination, such as manifested in great saints and leaders of mankind. 
Here development is characterized by great intensity and often severe crises. It is 
accelerated and universal, meaning that it encompasses the whole personality 
structure and goes in the direction of high human values and ideals which hold 
across time and across cultures (Dabrowski, 1996, p. 15). 
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Limited/Weak DP 

In individuals whose developmental potential is more limited and who also present 
low psychic resilience because their developmental nuclei are somewhat weak, the 
stereotyped social influence reduces their abilities for creativity for the sake of 
adjustment and may lead to negative disintegration (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 10). 

 

She had distinct deficiencies in inner psychic transformation. In her case these 
deficiencies took the form of a fear of space which was not easy to change. Also in 
other areas she did not show signs of a distinct developmental potential. The 
traumas of her childhood blocked her limited abilities for development of 
spontaneous multilevel disintegration. She was oversaturated with traumas and 
shocks, her consciousness was narrowed to a limited range of phenomena and 
stimuli (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 33). 

 

One can observe in this case the greater controlling power of harmful external 
elements, of the influences of her social milieu than her developmental potential 
which is rather weak. She does not show a controlled conscious attitude in respect 
to her own symptoms. One does not observe in her any clear ability for 
transformation of her psychoneurotic experiences and their utilization in order to 
distinction of "higher” and "lower” elements in her mental structure (Dabrowski, 
1972, p. 34). 

 

Limited developmental potential. In the case of enhanced sensual excitability but 
without a more pronounced presence of hierarchic and autonomous dynamisms we 
observe the development of hysteria on a low level. Its characteristic form is a 
characteropathic hysteria expressed through primitive playacting, lying, intriguing 
and the like, There is also sexual excitability as a response to feeling threatened, 
need of defense, or the need to reduce tension. In the case of psychomotor 
overexcitability without a more pronounced participation of hierarchical 
dynamisms we observe functional hyperkineses, tics, psychomotor crises, 
wanderlust. In the case of emotional (affective) overexcitability we observe 
emotional crises with not much awareness, inhibitions or aggressions, primitive 
fearfulness. We observe also phobias, affective perseverations, hypochondriacal 
and neurasthenic reactions.  In the case of imaginational overexcitability we 
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observe waking dreams, unconscious obsessions of imagination, symptoms of 
psychoneurotic autism, hypochondriacal and neurasthenic symptoms with strong 
component of imagination. In the case of enhanced intellectual excitability we 
observe excessive questioning, excessive analyzing, isolation, introvertization, 
weak emotional contact with the environment, in other words a marked asyntony 
(Dabrowski, 1972, p. 78). 

 

A weak developmental potential will limit development to primary integration and 
unilevel disintegration. However, if the potential for extensive unilevel 
disintegration is present, it will manifest early, for instance, in forms of 
psychosomatic lability (Dabrowski, 1972). This means that if the potential to 
proceed beyond primary integration is present, the development can never be 
limited totally to primary integration. The nuclei of disintegration must be present 
from the start. Furthermore they will differ in the balance of unilevel and 
multilevel potentialities (Dabrowski, 1977, p. 64). 

 

In developmental terms normality means an undistorted, i.e. free from accident, 
expression of developmental potential. If the developmental potential is limited, as 
for instance in mental retardation, such development must be considered normal in 
terms of the original endowment. In the present discussion of types of development 
we have retained the use of the term 'normal' for historical reasons only 
(Dabrowski, 1996, p. 21). 

 

Negative DP 

Negative developmental potential. In a significant number of cases of isolated 
forms of sensual or psychomotor overexcitability (i.e. when there is no admixture 
of other forms of overexcitability), in cases when the nuclei of the inner psychic 
milieu, wider interests and abilities, and sharp awareness of one's own 
developmental path are lacking, we are dealing with a negative potential which is 
not helped by the influence of the environment, but on the contrary, is harmed by it 
(Dabrowski, 1972, p. 11). 
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It is difficult to speak of a negative psychoneurotic potential because a negative 
developmental potential covers the borderline of psychoneurotic nuclei, 
psychopathy, psychosis and even mental retardation. When enhanced psychomotor 
and sensual overexcitability is combined with strong ambitions, tendencies to 
showing off and lying, it constitutes a nucleus of psychopathy with some 
neuropathic components. This is a potential for the development of 
characteropathy, or, better, of hysterical psychopathy (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 11). 

 

These forms of the developmental potential-insufficient for positive development-
may be called abiotrophic to denote the absence or degeneration of the normal 
functions of the organism, in this case as applied to mental development 
(Dabrowski, 1972, p. 11). 

 

Developmental potential may be negative. When enhanced psychomotor or sensual 
overexcitability is combined with strong ambition, tendencies toward showing off, 
lying, and cheating, then it constitutes a nucleus of psychopathy and 
characteropathy (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 11). 

 

Process of Development 

With respect to the psychic developmental potential, we are dealing apparently 
with three phenomena which are three aspects of one process (Dabrowski, 1970, p. 
38). 

 

All the phenomena discussed above, that is to say, positive psychic 
hyperexcitability, low frustration threshold, maladjustment, are marks of the 
process of positive disintegration, i.e. the process of psychic loosening, 
disintegration and even possible breakdown. In some cases disintegration has a 
negative character leading to psychotic dissolution. But in the vast majority of 
cases, the phenomena of disintegration point to a very great developmental 
potential. They form the basic dynamisms of mental growth, of sensitivity and 
creativity; they indicate the possibility of rich positive development which an 
individual could be capable of (Dabrowski, 1970, p. 39). 



21 
 

These nuclei of the inner psychic milieu together with psychoneurotic elements 
appear in the feeling of shame, which is much stronger than usual, in the feeling of 
guilt when the child has caused sorrow, and in a desire to make good. In such 
experiences there is frequently hidden the germ of an ideal which in its main 
outline the child has developed on its own, whether with the support of, or against, 
its environment. Quite often the child shows some dissatisfaction with himself and 
is feeling different from what he thought he was and what his parents thought he 
was. Here is the beginning of an interaction between the developmental potential 
and the influence of the environment (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 9). 

 

These different forms of the psychoneurotic developmental potential constitute in 
their totality the "royal path” of hierarchical development-through multilevel 
disintegration, inner conflicts, creative instinct and instinct of self- perfection-
toward secondary integration, i.e. toward the united, harmonious and highest 
spiritual reality which is liberated from lower levels of the unconscious and in 
which one experiences contents previously known consciously but only 
intellectually (i.e. without the dynamic participation of higher emotions) 
(Dabrowski, 1972, pp. 10-11). 

 

The developmental process in which occur "collisions” with the environment and 
with oneself begins as a consequence of the interplay of three factors: 
developmental potential which is positive for the most part (different forms of over 
excitability), an influence of the social milieu, and autonomous (self-determining) 
factors. With time there is an increase of excitability, inhibitions, inner conflicts, 
external conflicts and tensions (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 77). 

 

Depending on both the strength of the developmental potential and social 
influence, the development may be arrested in its course at the stage of unilevel 
disintegration for a long time, or it may fairly early enter into the stage of 
multilevel disintegration. Accordingly, we shall have different rates of 
development and different prognosis. In consequence, we will encounter "higher” 
and "lower” levels of psychoneuroses, some more linked with the disorders of the 
autonomic nervous system and organic functions (psychosomatic disorders), some 
more linked with higher levels and higher emotions (as in psychasthenia or 
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psychoneurotic anxiety). We will observe a wider or a less wide globalization of 
the psychoneurotic process. Every phenomenon has thus to be examined in its 
"depth” and its "width,” i.e. horizontally and vertically. Development with the 
participation of psychoneurotic processes proceeds in relation to these two vectors 
(Dabrowski, 1972, p. 77). 

 

In an earlier section (Chapter 1, Section 4), devoted to the role of the 
developmental potential in psychoneuroses, it was pointed out that this potential is 
discovered in different forms of enhanced excitability, in the nuclei of the inner 
psychic milieu, in special interests and abilities. The development of the inner 
psychic milieu is strictly related to the activity of autonomous and authentic 
dynamisms such as the third factor, subject-object in oneself, self-awareness and 
identification with one's own development. The relations and interactions between 
the different components of the developmental potential give shape to individual 
development and control the appearance of psychoneuroses on different levels of 
development (Dabrowski, 1972, pp. 77-78). 

 

One of the underlying causes of psychoneuroses of organs and of systems of 
organs is an excessive ability to transpose emotional experience onto the 
autonomic nervous system. In the psychoneurotic process there is either 
domination of the dynamisms of the psyche or of the somatic dynamisms of the 
autonomic nervous system. This domination may last for a period of time or be 
established for good. It depends on the power of the developmental potential and 
on the evolution of the collisions with the external milieu and on those occurring 
within the inner psychic milieu (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 101). 

 

Experiencing the new in the form of deeper problems and of wider scope is a 
critical experience (meaning crisis) usually related to the experiencing of a 
hierarchy in the levels of interests and goals. This "new,” "different” and "deep” as 
a rule mobilizes creative forces. This is practically a universal phenomenon for 
individuals endowed with positive developmental potential. A deep experience of 
sadness and depression as a response to some kinds of reality activates powers 
affirming the existence of a higher reality together with powers needed to come to 
the realization of that higher reality. Such depression is often followed by creative 
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excitement, and contains elements for bringing to completion a creative effort. 
Representative types of this condition are, among others, Saint-Exupéry and 
Wladyslaw Dawid (1935) (Dabrowski, 1972, pp. 122-123). 

 

Nervousness, neuroses, and especially psychoneuroses, bring the nervous system 
to a state of greater sensitivity. They make a person more susceptible to positive 
change. The high psychic structures gradually gain control over the low ones. The 
lower psychic structures undergo a refinement this process of inner psychic 
transformation. This transformation is the fruition of the developmental potential 
which makes these states possible and makes possible their further development. 
The components of the development potential like enhanced overexcitability, 
nuclei of the inner psychic milieu, and special abilities and talents play here an 
active role. Through multilevel disintegration there occurs positive evolution, 
making possible the achievement of a high level (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 160). 

 

This means that we can find processes of positive development in psychoses. In 
such cases the kind and the strength of the developmental potential outweighs 
drastically the involutional processes. As a consequence of reaching a critical stage 
of development, and of particular constellation of external circumstances, comes a 
creative burst of positive forces-frequently as a tragic internal battle-bringing about 
the transformation of the psychotic process into accelerated development. 
Nevertheless such cases are relatively infrequent (Dabrowski, 1972, pp. 163-164). 

 

There are, then, in regard to the human biological cycle, two types of development: 
(1) One within the framework of the common human life cycle, similar to the 
biological cycle of animal life; (2) another within the framework of a 
"suprabiological” cycle (or, rather, within transcending the biological cycle), which 
involves an autonomous, authentic development, based on a growing hierarchy of 
aims, building of an inner psychic milieu, and self-determination. The rise of the 
second type of development is based on a strong hereditary developmental 
potential and the gradual development of autonomous factors (Dabrowski, 1973, p. 
133). 
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Such a concept of multilevelness differs from that of Piaget. For Piaget 
conceptualizes development in terms of stages. Each stage represents a more 
complex and more efficient level of organization produced in the course of 
ontogenesis. For Piaget, it is the process of development which produces the 
different levels stagewise in orderly succession. Piaget's approach is also multilevel 
but ontogenetic. The ontogenetic and the evolutionary aspects of the development 
of behavior appear together in the developmental sequences of reflex patterns 
observed in the fetus and in the newborn infant (Hooker, 1950, 1952; Humphrey, 
1970; McGraw, 1940). In early ontogeny, the reflex pattern is widespread and 
undifferentiated; a localized stimulus elicits movements of large areas of the body. 
This is followed by the appearance of a wide range of discrete local reflexes with 
separate response areas. Finally, specific, purposeful, well-controlled sequences of 
movements become possible (Dabrowski, 1977, p. 11). 

 

Dabrowski (1937, 1964, 1967) described and analyzed a wide range of phenomena 
of disintegration associated with certain periods of life, for example, adolescence 
or climacteric, particularly stressful experiences such as a loss of property, 
position, youth, or beauty, spouse, or child, or the event of a serious illness, and in 
psychoneurotic, gifted, creative, and eminent personalities. External events 
triggering periods of disintegration cannot account for the great individual 
differences in how these events and their consequences are experienced and 
handled. Even less can they be invoked to account for those instances where a 
person deliberately seeks frustration and stressful conditions so that he would not 
stagnate in his development. Such development, propelled, as it were, from within, 
is a function of a strong developmental potential and is not bound or determined by 
advancing age or environmental pressures. Such development, called accelerated, 
is particularly rich in positive disintegrations (Dabrowski, 1977, pp. 15-16). 

 

The richer the developmental potential, the greater number and variety of 
conflicting and mutually opposing elements are brought into play, and the more 
disequilibrium is produced. That disequilibrium may be a necessary dynamic of 
development begins gradually to be recognized (Langer, 1969; Piaget, 1970, 
Chapter 4), but there is still a long way to recognizing the conflict's developmental 
power. The nature and the extent of conflict as a developmental process has been 
indicated for some aspects of cognitive development (Turiel, 1974) while Borofsky 
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(1976) developed a model for the positive role of conflict in the prevention of 
mental illness (Dabrowski, 1977, p. 65). 

 

One can think of integration and disintegration as opposite poles of a continuum 
between maximum of structure and total lack of structure. This gets us only as far 
as unilevel disintegration, which, in fact, may be temporary and may revert to 
primary integration. However, unilevel and multilevel disintegration cannot be 
thought of as opposite poles of a continuum. The unrelatedness of these two types 
of structure contradicts the expectations of some theoreticians that lower levels of 
organization logically imply the higher ones (Langer, 1969, p.168; Piaget, 1970) or 
that to study development, one has to have a conception of its end state (Langer, 
1970, p. 735). Nothing in the unilevel structure, which is ahierarchical, can imply 
splitting of levels because the very appearance of higher and lower levels is, by 
definition, already hierarchical and multilevel. Therefore, the potential for 
multilevel development must already exist in the original endowment, that is, in 
the developmental potential (Dabrowski, 1977, p. 67). 

 

The transition from level I to level II is rare and difficult. It is possible only if there 
are some nuclei of disintegration already present in the developmental potential 
because there must be some susceptibility to the social environment and to others 
as individuals, or there must be some internal lability built into the psychological 
structure if its rigidity and cohesiveness is to yield. The environment must be 
particularly favorable in providing influences and models toward the development 
of feeling for others and toward some, even if rudimentary, evaluation of one's 
behavior and its consequences. Grave life experiences and stresses may facilitate 
the process, but in the case of very rigid integration, the disintegration which 
occurs under stress is temporary and is quickly followed by re-integration to the 
original level of primitive automatic functioning (Dabrowski, 1967, p. 57) 
(Dabrowski, 1977, p. 103). 
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The transition from level I to level II is rare and difficult. It is possible only if there 
are some nuclei of disintegration already present in the developmental potential, 
because there must be some susceptibility to the environment and to others, or 
there must be some internal lability built into the system if its rigidity and 
cohesiveness is to yield. The environment must be particularly favorable in 
providing influences and models toward the development of feelings for others and 
toward some, even if rudimentary, evaluation of one's behavior and its 
consequences. Grave life experiences and stresses may facilitate the process, but in 
case of very rigid integration, the disintegration which occurs under stress is 
temporary and is quickly followed by reintegration to the original level of 
primitive automatic functioning (Dabrowski, 1967, p. 57). The difference between 
level I and II is one of a cohesive, more or less inflexible and automatic 
organization against a lack of cohesion and lack of organization. Instead of 
inflexibility we observe fluctuation rather than flexibility; we observe an instability 
comparable to the biblical reed in the wind. Or, to use a biological analogy level II 
is like a poikilothermic system, i.e. one which responds to ambient temperature. 
Level III is, by contrast, one of structuring the fluctuations. We observe 
hierarchical complexity of levels of control, although the control level is not firmly 
established, sometimes it is higher, sometimes it is lower. The fluctuations, 
however, are now internal rather than externally induced. The organization of level 
III can be compared to a homoiothermic biological system, i.e. one which can 
regulate the temperature of its inner milieu against changes in the environment 
(Dabrowski, 1996, p. 65).  

 

Frustration is highly significant for development. It is often combined with 
increased tolerance for low threshold of frustration. An individual with strong 
developmental potential, in the absence of challenging conditions in his immediate 
environment, will deliberately seek frustration in an alien environment or will take 
on tasks which will either "make him or break him," thereby increasing his 
developmental tension. The lower the level of development or the earlier the phase 
of a given level, the less there is possibility for inner psychic transformation. In 
consequence, difficult life situations appear at lower levels of development more 
readily as frustrating or without possible solution. The higher the level of 
development, the more active is inner psychic transformation (which becomes a 
fully active dynamism in level IV) (Dabrowski, 1977, p. 164). 
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Frustration is highly significant for development. It is often combined with 
increased tolerance for a low level of frustration. An individual with strong 
developmental potential, in absence of challenging conditions in his immediate 
environment, will deliberately seek frustration in an alien environment, or will take 
on tasks which will either "make him or break him,” thereby increasing his 
developmental tension. The lower the level of development or the earlier the phase 
of a given level the less there is possibility for inner psychic transformation. In 
consequence, difficult life situations appear at lower levels of development more 
readily as frustrating or without possible solution. The higher the level of 
development the more active is inner psychic transformation (which becomes a 
fully active dynamism in level IV) (Dabrowski, 1996, pp. 111-112). 

 

The description and analysis of the wide range of phenomena of disintegration is 
presented in detail elsewhere (Dabrowski, 1937, 1967). They are discussed in 
relation to different types of disintegration, and in relation to certain periods of life, 
e.g. adolescence or climacteric, and grave events which are particularly stressful 
and disintegrative. Such phenomena of disintegration are triggered by events in the 
course of life and changing conditions of the maturational phases of the fife cycle. 
These events alone cannot account for the great individual differences in how they 
are experienced and handled. Even less can they be involved to account for those 
instances where a person deliberately seeks frustration and stressful conditions so 
that he would not stagnate in his development. Such development, propelled as it 
were, from within, is a function of strong developmental potential, and is not 
bound or determined by the phases of the life cycle (Dabrowski, 1996, p. 12). 

 

The overall hierarchy of levels of integration and disintegration serves as a full 
evolutionary scale on which individual developmental sequences may be mapped. 
We argued that the most significant aspect of human development is emotional 
development because only in the area of emotional development the most 
extensive psychological transformations of behavior and personality are possible. 
Also we argued briefly that emotional development is unlike cognitive 
development, since it does not appear to follow an ontogenetic sequence. Rather, 
the changes in the organization of emotional structures and functions depend on 
the developmental potential which varies from individual to individual 
(Dabrowski, 1996, p. 23). 



28 
 

The richer the developmental potential the more factors are brought into play 
which are in conflict with each other and the more disequilibrium is produced 
(Dabrowski, 1996, p. 24). 

 

But unilevel and multilevel disintegration cannot be thought of as opposite poles of 
a continuum. This contradicts the expectations of some theoreticians that lower 
levels of organization logically imply the higher ones (Langer, 1969, p. 168, 
Piaget, 1970). Indeed, one might well ask how is a butterfly logically implied in 
the larva, or a complete virus in the unassembled mixture of proteins and nucleic 
acids. The point is that there is nothing in the unilevel structure that would suggest 
hierarchization because multilevelness, by definition, already is hierarchical and 
multilevel. Therefore, it follows logically that the potential for multilevel 
development must exist already in the original endowment, i.e. in the 
developmental potential. And it was in order that this be accounted for that the 
concept of developmental potential was used. The very fact that than can overcome 
biological control and determination demonstrates that the power of the potential 
for multilevel development is greater than the combined power of primitive drives 
and needs (Dabrowski, 1970, p. 28) (Dabrowski, 1996, p. 26). 

 

DP-OE 

As we have already stated mental hyperexcitability is the basic component of 
developmental and creative potentials. Creativity, ingenuity, empathy, 
identification, autonomy and authenticity cannot develop without this foundation. 
Mental hyperexcitability constitutes one of the most important factors in the rise of 
the inner psychic milieu and of the tendency to transcend one's psychological type 
and the biological life cycle. In this way mental hyperexcitability, and especially 
emotional and imaginational hyperexcitability are one of the most important 
factors in the drive towards realization of higher forms of mental life (Dabrowski, 
1970, pp. 49-50). 
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Positive developmental potential. (a) Five forms of psychic overexcitability. The 
main form of the positive developmental potential are five kinds of psychic 
overexcitability namely, sensual, psychomotor, affective (emotional), 
imaginational and intellectual. Each form of overexcitability points to a higher than 
average sensitivity of its receptors. as a result a person endowed with different 
forms of overexcitability reacts with surprise, puzzlement to many things, he 
collides with things, persons and events, which in turn brings him astonishment 
and disquietude. One could say that one who manifests a given form of 
overexcitability, and especially one who manifests several forms of 
overexcitability, sees reality in a different, stronger and more multisided manner. 
Reality for such an individual ceases to be indifferent but affects him deeply and 
leaves long-lasting impressions. Enhanced excitability is thus a means for more 
frequent interactions and a wider range of experiencing (Dabrowski, 1972, pp. 6-
7). 

 

S. Mz. shows disorder of functions and psychosomatic suffering resulting partly 
from constitutional characteristics (emotional and imaginative overexcitability) 
which are aggravated by strong and difficult experiences. At the same time we 
notice a high level of mental sensitivity, a distinct development of moral feelings, 
and a tendency towards cultivation of exclusive forms of emotional attachment. 
This last tendency is a natural consequence of her enhanced emotional excitability 
which is one of the components of her developmental potential. She showed this 
emotional overexcitability rather early in life. As a child she was stubborn, 
emotionally independent and in a childish way independent in her thinking. At 
times she also suffered from anxieties. However, the unfavourable conditions of 
her life prevented the development of all her psychic resources (Dabrowski, 1972, 
pp. 28-29). 

 

We call nervousness all kinds of mental overexcitability: sensual, emotional, 
imaginative, psychomotor and intellectual. Mental overexcitability or nervousness 
in all forms, especially emotional, imaginative and intellectual are basic 
components of a developmental potential and the nuclei for the development of the 
inner psychic milieu and creativity (Dabrowski, 1973, p. 148). 
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The development of an individual advances and accelerates toward extensive 
psychological transformation as a function of the strength of these five modes of 
experiencing. This is why they are part of the structure of the developmental 
potential. In this sense and within this framework, overexcitability is 
developmentally significant while plain excitability (that is a simple stimulus-
response reaction) is not (Dabrowski, 1977, p. 32). 

 

Acceleration of development and the intense developmental conflict are a function 
of psychic overexcitability. We distinguish five forms of overexcitability: 
psychomotor, sensual, intellectual, imaginational, and emotional. Each form can be 
viewed as a mode of being in the world or as a dimension of mental functioning. 
Thus, the psychomotor mode is one of movement, restlessness, need for action; the 
sensual mode-of surface interaction through sensory inputs in terms of pleasure or 
unpleasure; the intellectual mode--of analysis, questioning, logic, and the search 
for truth; the imaginational mode of vivid dreams, images, or plans never carried 
out, of strong visualization of experience; the emotional mode-of relationships with 
others and with oneself, of the despair of loneliness, the joy of love, the enigma of 
existence and human responsibility. As modes of processing experience and 
behavior, these forms may be regarded as two-way channels of information flow 
which can be large, small, or nonexistent. Development is most accelerated when 
all five channels are available and are widely open. The variety of inputs creates 
numerous conflicts and interactions which fuel the developmental process. The 
five forms of psychic overexcitability constitute the five basic components of the 
developmental potential, with special talents and abilities also adding to its 
strength (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977, p. 5). 

 

The next analysis is devoted to kinds and levels of overexcitability-the basis for 
evaluating developmental potential (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977, p. 8). 

 

The five forms of overexcitability are the constitutional traits which make it 
possible to assess the strength of the developmental potential independently of the 
context of development (Piechowski, in press). They can be detected in small 
children, already at the age of 2-3 (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 8-9). These five forms are 
described in a different section (Dabrowski, 1996, p. 16). 
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Developmental potential is strongest if all, or almost all forms of overexcitability 
are present. The three forms, intellectual, imaginational, and emotional, are 
essential if a high level of development is to be reached. The highest level of 
development is possible only if the emotional form is the strongest, or at least no 
less strong than the other forms. Great strength of the psychomotor and the sensual 
forms limits development to the lowest levels only (Dabrowski, 1996, p. 16). 

 

Characteristics 

In the great majority of cases of psychoneurotic "constitution” the author sees 
present, more or less clearly, nuclei of a positive developmental potential. In many 
cases this potential is of the kind that predisposes the individual for an accelerated 
development, for the development of his talents, or for the development of an 
eminent personality. It is our opinion based on extensive experience that there is 
never, or almost never, a case of accelerated development, and even more so of 
eminent development, without a psychoneurotic constitution (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 
6). 

 

The influence of the social milieu on different kinds of the developmental 
potential. It goes without saying that the constitutional nuclei are highly modulated 
positively or negatively by the social milieu. When the developmental potential is 
very strong and very rich even a negatively acting social milieu is of secondary 
importance. If the nuclei of the developmental potential are weak, or if they also 
contain some negative components then the character of the social milieu is of 
decisive significance. If it is nourishing then individual growth will be supported 
where it is lacking in its natural endowment, if it is negative then severe pathology 
is most likely. If the developmental potential has distinctly negative character then 
the influence of the social milieu is without much significance (Dabrowski, 1972, 
pp. 9-10). 

 

According to my observations, to the first group usually belong intelligent not 
infrequently outstanding, individuals, having psychical structures capable of high, 
even accelerated development through positive disintegration (Dabrowski, 1967; 
Dabrowski, Kawczak, and Piechowski (1970). Those belonging to the second 
group are, in the majority of cases, inclined to psychical bankruptcy, possessing 
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largely involutionary structures, and are inclined toward tendencies which arrest 
their personal development. They usually exhibit little creativity in the 
disintegrative process. They have a limited developmental potential (see Chapter 1) 
(Dabrowski, 1972, p. 46). 

 

The autonomic nervous system has its own developmental potential which 
becomes manifest in states of disharmony of its component systems-the 
sympathetic and the parasympathetic (Dabrowski, 1972, p. 58). 

 

Of course, the nuclei of the instinct of self-perfection already appear in the first 
symptoms of the developmental potential in psychic overexcitability, especially 
emotional, in the nuclei of the inner psychic milieu, in the nuclei of transgression 
of one's psychological type and in the dynamism of inner psychic transformation 
(Dabrowski, 1973, p. 28). 

 

To this group of people belong the so-called "strong” individuals, who in the usual 
meaning of this word, do not shun away, from any form of injustice, oppression, 
terror or crime. In fact, these people have extremely poor developmental potential; 
they undermine, or even destroy, cultural growth of their societies. We can contrast 
them with another kind of "strong” people-those who are capable of empathy and 
reflection. They are the people who show strength and uncompromising attitudes 
especially toward themselves, and are capable consciously to risk their own lives to 
counteract injury, aggression and crime (Socrates, Gandhi, Lincoln, etc.). These 
people, however, have a rather difficult history of experiences, inhibitions, and 
even depressions in their hard way toward higher stages of mental development 
(Dabrowski, 1973, p. 39). 
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Developmental potential is defined as the original endowment which determines 
what level of development a person may reach if the physical and environmental 
conditions are optimal (Dabrowski, 1970, p. 31; Piechowski, 1974). 
Developmental potential (DP) has certain defining characteristics which allow us 
to detect its presence and measure its strength. The defining characteristics of DP 
are forms of overexcitability and dynamisms. Table 2 attempts to show how these 
terms are those characteristics which are observed or inferred in the process of 
development. The lower part is labeled "DP" to refer to the components of the 
developmental potential, namely, dynamisms and forms of overexcitability 
(Dabrowski, 1977, p. 58). 

 

Developmental potential is strongest if all or almost all forms of overexcitability 
are present. The three forms-intellectual, imaginational, and emotional-are 
essential if a high level of development is to result (Dabrowski, 1972). The highest 
level of development is possible only if the emotional form is the strongest or, at 
least, no less strong than the other forms. Great strength of the psychomotor and 
the sensual forms limits development to the lowest levels only (Dabrowski, 1977, 
p. 58). 

 

The forms of overexcitability and the dynamisms are regarded as the moving 
forces of development: overexcitability being the original equipment and 
dynamisms the propellent derivatives. If the forms of overexcitability and the 
dynamisms are actually the only significant forces of development, then the 
assessment of their strength should yield an assessment of the strength of the 
developmental potential. A test of this hypothesis is described in Volume 2. 
Frequency counts of the two components obtained from autobiographical material 
were plugged into the simple equation DP = d + oe and compared with values 
obtained in clinical assessment. The obtained agreement was quite good 
(Dabrowski, 1977, p. 60). 
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The concept of developmental potential is introduced out of logical necessity to 
account for individual differences in the extent of development. This concept is not 
offered as an abstraction, however elegant, but is associated with observable traits  
the five forms of overexcitability and their derivatives, the dynamisms-which allow 
one to assess its composition and strength. These traits are the key to an 
explanation of development through positive disintegration (Dabrowski, 1977, p. 
71). 

 

In order to account for differences in the extent of development we introduce the 
concept of the developmental potential (Dabrowski, 1970, Piechowski, 1974). The 
developmental potential is the original endowment which determines what level of 
development a person may reach if the physical and environmental conditions are 
optimal. The concept of developmental potential is a necessary one. In a later 
section we shall describe the components and manifestations of the developmental 
potential and its interaction with three basic sets of factors affecting development 
(Dabrowski, 1996, p. 10). 

 

The developmental potential is a conceptually necessary structure. When the 
human organism begins to grow and interact with its environment, this structure 
responds to the three groups of factors determining the course of development. If 
the developmental potential is limited then development is also limited although 
there might be no limitations on the external conditions to be the most favorable to 
nourish even the richest endowment. When developmental potential is present in 
its full complement then multilevel development becomes possible, i.e. 
development in which many different levels of experience become active 
(Dabrowski, 1996, p. 16). 

 

Added later 

Concerning psychoneurotic depression, our basic psychotherapeutic indications are 
to bring to the patient’s attention and make him aware of the positive possibilities 
of his depressive conditions in the sense of convincing him that a creative role may 
be hidden behind his periods of alternating excitement and depression, namely, the 
development of creative inspiration, tension for work, ease of synthesis, awakening 
of new ideas and their realization during periods of excitement. Behind the facade 
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of depression there may be hidden a psychological withdrawal and recession 
wherein self-criticism, self-analysis, self-control, a justified dissatisfaction with 
oneself, feelings of inferiority with respect to one’s own possibilities for 
achievement, all indicate potential for positive growth (Dabrowski, 1967, p. 190). 

 

We have viewed this case as that of a normal child with a high potential for 
development and have seen this development through a necessary crisis 
precipitated by a new, difficult external situation. We have not recommended any 
psychiatric treatment. What might be the effect if these symptoms were seen as 
psychopathological and treated by intense psychotherapy? The emotional, 
introverted,  and self-conscious child could be deeply injured. The labeling of the 
symptoms as pathological in itself would have a negative effect. In addition, the 
social milieu would be likely to view the child as disturbed if she were seen in 
intensive psychotherapy, as, indeed, would the child herself. The apprehensions of 
the parents might increase, and the teacher might treat the child in a more artificial 
manner than she would otherwise. All this would increase the emotional tension of 
the child, especially her tendency toward an introverted attitude and timidity. 
These conditions could create new problems and an increasing need for 
psychotherapy (Dabrowski, 1967, p. 198). 

 

The possibility of such a transcendence is always based on a rich or fairly rich 
potential for development from the point of view of the emotional, the intellectual 
and the imaginational potential. This is-as mentioned previously-connected with 
the aptitude and need to transcend the biological life cycle of man and of other 
different developmental cycles which were already discussed in this chapter 
(Dabrowski, 1976, p. 138). 
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