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Abstract: The construct of overexcitabil-
ity originated from the condition known 
as “nervousness.” Dąbrowski differentiat-
ed it into types many years before pub-
lishing the first outline of his theory of 
positive disintegration. In this paper, we 
establish the  origins of psychic overex-
citability (OE), tracing its evolution in 
Dąbrowski’s work prior to developing his 
theory and later through its placement 
within the concept of developmental po-
tential. Based on our study of Dąbrowski’s 
early Polish work, we challenge the belief 

that overexcitability is often misdiagnosed 
as attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD). Piechowski’s elaboration of OE 
in gifted education is explored, and cur-
rent misconceptions and misuses of OEs 
are critiqued. Based on our review, we pre-
sent possible future applications and elabo-
rations of overexcitability.

Keywords: Kazimierz Dąbrowski, theory 
of positive disintegration; overexcitability, 
overexcitabilities; developmental potential

Historical background of overexcitability

The theory of positive disintegration (TPD) is a  theory of personality development 
created by Kazimierz Dąbrowski (1902–1980), a Polish psychiatrist and psychologist. 
Originally developed in Poland, and fully formed during his years working in Cana-
da, Dąbrowski’s theory found a home in the field of gifted education, due in large part 
to Michael M. Piechowski’s (1979, 1986) elaboration of the construct of overexcitabil-
ity. The theory provides an alternative perspective to pathologizing intense experience.

The overexcitabilities (OEs) emerged from the concept of nervousness, with ori-
gins reaching back to the 18th century. As a medical condition, being nervous ap-
peared for the first time in 1733, in George Cheyne’s (1733/1991) The English mala-
dy, or a treatise of nervous diseases of all kinds. The same era saw John Brown’s (1780) 
use of “excitability” in his book, The elements of medicine. A century later, William 
James (1890) mentioned “psychic excitability,” “emotional excitability,” and “hyperex-
citability” in the second volume of The principles of psychology. William Tillier (2018) 
has pointed out the work of Thomas Clouston, a Scottish physician, who described 
a  condition called over-excitability that is strikingly similar to Dąbrowski’s (1937, 
1938/2019) early work:
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The first of those morbid states to which I would direct attention is a simple hyper-
excitability; an undue brain reactiveness to mental and emotional stimuli. This 
may come on at any age, from three years to puberty. The child becomes cease-
lessly active, but ever changing in its activity. It is restless, and so absolutely under 
the domination of the idea which has raised the excitement that the power of at-
tending to anything else is for the time being gone. (Clouston, 1899, p. 483)

Unlike his predecessors and contemporaries, who saw nervousness as pathological, 
Dąbrowski saw positive developmental implications in nervousness, or psychic excit-
ability, and he differentiated it into types. One can observe the progression of his dif-
ferentiation of the overexcitabilities into discrete types in his earliest work. The first 
mentions of OE occurred in his dissertation, where he explicitly named only two 
types: emotional and sensual (Dombrowski, 1929). In the first edition of his book, 
Nerwowość dzieci i młodzieży (Nervousness of children and youth), published in 1935, 
Dąbrowski added the psychomotor and imaginational types, and the first chapter is 
dedicated to his methods of using purposeful, systematic observation in multiple set-
tings, including closed educational institutions, schools, and clinics.

In his 1937 monograph, The psychological bases of self-mutilation, which was first pub-
lished in Polish in 1934, the OEs were placed within a pathological framework as ele-
ments underlying anxiety, depression, and other states of mental distress known as psy-
choneurosis. Dąbrowski’s early works were on the psychological conditions of suicide, 
self-mutilation, and nervousness. Nervousness and psychoneurosis were terms for what 
was considered “minor mental disease” (Myerson, 1927, p. 57). In 1938, in Types of in-
creased psychic excitability, Dąbrowski (1938/2019) first presented a definition of OE as 
synonymous with nervousness, describing it as:

The manifestation of symptoms evoked in some individuals by stimuli that do not 
evoke them in others; excessive intensity of the responses, their disproportion to 
the stimuli, and their frequency; responding to different stimuli in a characteristic 
manner, indicating that the individual has a [triggering] point of “irritation” that 
appears in reactions without any direct connection to the stimuli evoking them, 
etc. (p. 3)

Also in the 1938 paper, Dąbrowski described two forms of OE–global and nar-
row–that have different developmental implications, with the  global form favoring 
the “development of a very rich mental structure with multiple abilities and with high 
self-awareness (eminent personalities)” (Dąbrowski, 1938/2019, p. 23). In later work, 
he clarified that the narrow forms of OE were more likely to lead to phobias, tics, and 
one-sided development, and they lacked the strength to produce lasting inner trans-
formation (Dąbrowski, 1996). One-sided development is the overemphasis or exces-
sive growth of one area, or ability, to the exclusion of other aspects of development, 
without a broader range of interests (Dąbrowski, 1996). It can also mean that emo-
tional OE is lacking (Dabrowski, 1972). An example of a poor prognosis due to one-
sided development is when it leads to psychopathy or paranoia where “mental process-
es and structures are strongly “integrated” and resistant to environmental influence” 
(Dąbrowski, 1970, p. 30).
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Overexcitability and ADHD

Although Dąbrowski has not been included in historical overviews of the conceptu-
al evolution of ADHD (e.g., Lange et al., 2010; Mayes & Rafalovich, 2007), we as-
sert that he was describing a condition that is part of the international history of this 
syndrome. In Nerwowość dzieci i młodzieży (Nervousness of children and youth), he dis-
cussed a wide range of developmental issues that were associated with nervousness in 
his time, from nervous impulses and feelings to problems with attention and mem-
ory (Dąbrowski, 1935). However, Dąbrowski’s descriptions of OE also diverge from 
the path that led to our modern-day conception of ADHD.

We are not the first to suggest that there is an overlap between OE and ADHD. 
Elizabeth Mika (2006)1) stated, “Dąbrowski’s views on etiology and symptomatolo-
gy of psychomotor OE almost completely overlap with our current understanding of 
ADHD… The symptoms he saw as characteristic of psychomotor OE were clustered 
under names of various conditions describing the same clinical phenomenon” (p. 241). 
In the one paper by Dąbrowski (1938/2019) that focused on the OEs, he described 
psychomotor OE in words that are very similar to our modern understanding of AD-
HD: restlessness, pacing, difficulty waiting, vocal utterances, and angry outbursts are 
examples. The following quote is a compelling example of the similarity between psy-
chomotor OE and the hyperactivity-impulsivity dimension of ADHD:

Real difficulties begin with the transition to systematic learning. The largest num-
ber of children receiving a negative grade for behavior are from this group. These 
children fidget in their seats, disturb their classmates, shoot scraps of paper and 
metal nibs, find thousands of reasons to leave the classroom, and display an ex-
cessive mobility of attention. After class, and sometimes during class, they initi-
ate fights, and most often take part in them and in other psychomotor excess-
es. Among boys, excelling in being independent, inclined toward rebellion in 
school, we are most often dealing with those with psychomotor overexcitability. 
(Dąbrowski, 1938/2019, p. 7)

Dąbrowski (1938/2019) also described problems related to psychomotor OE that 
are commonly observed in older adolescents and young adults with an ADHD diag-
nosis:

Youth of this type, and to a lesser degree adults, exhibit intermittent engagement 
in schoolwork and professional occupation: periods of excessive intensity of work 
followed by periods of shorter or longer duration of weakened capacity for re-
quired effort. They lack the ability for rhythmic work but rather are characterized 
by bursts of activity. Their work usually goes in many directions at once, often 
jumping from one kind of task to another, from one subject to another. Adoles-
cents have a tendency to change schools, young people to change jobs. (p. 7)

Psychomotor OE, as defined in Dąbrowski’s theory, is much broader than hyper-
activity or impulsivity, but both of these can be considered expressions that would be 
included under that term. Dąbrowski mentioned hyperactivity many times in his work 
as a form of psychomotor OE, beginning with his first textbook in Polish on child psy-

1)  Elizabeth Mika (2002) first presented this connection at the Fifth International Con-
ference on the Theory of Positive Disintegration in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida.
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chiatry in 1935 (see also Dąbrowski, 1938/2019, 1996; Dabrowski, 1967, 1970, 1972). 
Dąbrowski’s (1935) term for psychomotor OE, nadpobudliwość psychoruchowa, can be 
found in the Polish term for ADHD: zespół nadpobudliwość psychoruchowa z deficytem 
uwagi. In Table 1, we have compared the diagnostic criteria from the Diagnostic and 
statistical manual of mental disorders, fifth edition (DSM-5) (American Psychiatric As-
sociation, 2013), with Dąbrowski’s (1938/2019) descriptions of psychomotor OE.

Table 1 
ADHD hyperactivity-impulsivity and Dabrowski’s psychomotor overexcitability.

Hyperactivity-impulsivity, DSM-5 Psychomotor OE, 1938/2019

Often fidgets with or taps hands or feet, 
or squirms in seat

Fidgets in seat, impatient

Often leaves seat in situations when remaining 
seated is expected 

Find thousands of reasons to leave 
the classroom

Often runs about or climbs in situations where 
it is not appropriate (adolescents or adults 
may be limited to feeling restless)

Restlessness, outbursts of movement

Is often “on the go” acting as if “driven by 
a motor” 

Hyperkineses, moves too much

Often talks excessively
Often blurts out an answer before a question 
has been completed

Vocal utterances

Often has trouble waiting for his/her turn Anxious waiting
Often interrupts or intrudes on others (e.g., 
butts into conversations or games)

Disturbs their classmates

Aside from this similarity between ADHD and OE, there is reason to believe that 
Dąbrowski’s early work on OE can be connected with other types of neurodiversity 
such as autism. There are some authors who have explored the connection between OE 
and autism including Cash (1999), Chia and Lim (2017), and Karpinski et al. (2018).

The early work on overexcitability was completed prior to the final formulation of 
the theory of positive disintegration, and was available only in Polish until very recent-
ly. Dąbrowski’s English books did not make clear the connections between OE and 
conditions such as ADHD and autism, but they did illuminate its associations with 
creativity and giftedness. Dąbrowski’s work from the 1930s explains overexcitability 
in-depth while also laying a foundation for the TPD. In Nerwowość dzieci i młodzieży 
(Nervousness of children and youth) he included his own “eclectic theory” at the end of 
the book, in a chapter on theories of nervousness (Dąbrowski, 1935).

Developing a theoretical framework

It was not until after World War II that the first papers appeared with an outline 
of the theory of positive disintegration, first a brief paper in 1946 titled O integracji 
i  dezyntegracji psychicznej (On mental integration and disintegration), and, in 1949, 
a more detailed one with the title, Dezintegracja jako pozytywny etap w rozwoju jednost-
ki (Disintegration as a positive stage in the development of the individual) (Dąbrowski, 
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1946, 1949). The sections on OE in the 1946 paper were incorporated into the 1949 
paper, which is a longer and richer treatment of his developmental constructs. The link 
between nervousness (overexcitability) and positive disintegration with giftedness and 
outstanding abilities is evident in the first outline of the theory:

Disintegrating processes, loosening the  coherence of the  individual’s structure, 
and expressed in various forms of nervous and mental overexcitability–cannot 
usually be regarded as negative phenomena. Numerous signs of nervousness, 
sometimes with pronounced psychoneurotic or even psychopathic traits, charac-
terize outstanding individuals. American research, research conducted at the In-
stitute of Mental Prevention in Paris (Dr. Serrin) and the author’s own research 
indicate that among highly gifted children, the overwhelming majority are nerv-
ous children. (Dąbrowski, 1949, p. 31; translated from the Polish.)

In 1949, Dąbrowski discussed the connection between nervousness, psychoneuro-
ses, and giftedness in the context of personality development through positive disinte-
gration in greater depth. Similar to his earlier work, he drew from the lives of eminent 
individuals and “very capable children” (Dabrowski, 1937, p. 99).

The first instrument used to measure overexcitability was a 100-item questionnaire, 
which Dąbrowski (1938/2019) described in Types of increased psychic excitability. 
The  questionnaire had 25 items for each of the  four types, and these types were 
outlined in detail. He chose a minimum of 13 affirmative responses as an indication 
of a given OE. He mentioned problems in obtaining honest answers for sensual OE, 
and said that in the case of that particular type, it was sometimes necessary to lower 
the  threshold for affirmative answers to fewer than 13/25 answers (Dąbrowski, 
1938/2019). The use of a social-psychological interview was described in his work, and 
also a medical examination by which he explored potential neurological, psychiatric, 
and internal disorders. The  heredity of the  patient was considered, the  conditions 
of  pregnancy and childbirth, as well as diseases coexisting with the  presenting 
disorder. Social and environmental conditions were also considered, such as housing, 
neighborhood, attitudes toward parents and siblings, memories from childhood, and 
history of conflict (Dąbrowski, 1935).

The full complement of five OEs was not present in Dąbrowski’s work until 1958, 
in the  second edition of Nerwowość dzieci i  młodzieży (Nervousness of children and 
youth). In that book, intellectual OE is included along with the emotional, imagina-
tional, sensual, and psychomotor types. In 1959 Dąbrowski published another text 
on child psychiatry with the title Społeczno-wychowawcza psychiatria dziecięca (Social-
educational child psychiatry) in which he included the whole of the 1938 paper in his 
description of nervousness. This work was not available in English until 2019 when 
a translation of the original paper was published (Dąbrowski, 1938/2019).

Dąbrowski was tireless in his work and disseminated the theory of positive disinte-
gration in multiple languages on multiple continents. In the 1960s, his work began to 
appear in English. Dąbrowski was helped in this process by two well-respected Amer-
icans: the psychiatrist and publisher, Jason Aronson, and the psychologist, O. Hobart 
Mowrer. The first book in English, Positive disintegration (1964b), is a  slim volume 
which presents a brief outline of Dąbrowski’s theory with an introduction by Aron-
son, who had worked on the translation of the book with Dąbrowski (Battaglia et al., 
2014). The second book, Personality-shaping through positive disintegration, was pub-
lished in 1967 and includes an introduction by Mowrer (Dabrowski, 1967). It appears 
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to be a close translation from the major portion of Dąbrowski’s first Polish book about 
the theory, titled O dezintegracji pozytywnej (On positive disintegration) (Dąbrowski, 
1964a). These books included all five OEs as disintegrating elements in the process of 
personality development.

Challenging mainstream psychiatry

Although there is a connection with conditions now categorized in deficit language 
as disorders in the DSM-5, Dąbrowski’s construct of overexcitability is broader than 
any one set of symptoms. Within the theory of positive disintegration the OEs are not 
symptoms to be viewed as pathological but components of a rich developmental po-
tential. The term developmental potential initially appeared in Dąbrowski’s (1964b) 
first English book, Positive disintegration, in a discussion about the  implications of 
the theory 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 tradi-
tional psychiatric concepts of health, illness, and normality. (p. 23)

During the 1960s, OEs were described chiefly within Dąbrowski’s theory as ob-
servable in children as well as in adults experiencing various psychoneurotic conditions. 
The OEs were established as observable and measurable elements of disintegration in 
his work long before the theory was fully outlined (Dąbrowski, 1935, 1938/2019). Lat-
er, they were placed within his developmental framework, and the overexcitabilities 
were considered to be, in part, a hereditary endowment, appearing in early childhood 
and persisting in varying degrees and combinations into adulthood. However, their 
importance within the theory remained vague and unclear.

After emigrating to Canada, Dąbrowski received help from two fellow Poles, 
Andrzej Kawczak and Michael M.  Piechowski, who had backgrounds in philoso-
phy and science, respectively (Battaglia, 2002; Piechowski, 2008). With their assis-
tance, Dąbrowski (1970) refined his concepts and set forth the conceptual framework 
of the  theory. It is clear when reading Mental growth through positive disintegration 
that Kawczak and Piechowski helped Dąbrowski formalize the theory by establishing 
a conceptual framework, as well as making a first attempt at delineating the levels of 
development. In this book, Dąbrowski (1970) set forth 72 hypotheses in eight catego-
ries with Kawczak’s help.

Evolution of developmental potential

With the  publication of Mental growth, the  construct of developmental potential 
(DP) began to come into focus as “differentiated potentials of the developmental in-
stinct” (Dąbrowski, 1970, p. 31). The “differentiated potentials” were the five types of 
OE, and also included in DP were special interests, talents, and abilities, and the ca-
pacity for inner psychic transformation. The three factors of development were also 
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fleshed out for the first time in Mental growth. These were not discrete factors, per se, 
but conglomerations of factors, conditions, and chance that helped to set apart what 
Dąbrowski called the autonomous forces. The first factor includes the “hereditary, in-
nate constitutional elements,” which includes overexcitability and “specific interests or 
aptitudes,” but also encompassed negative potentials such as a genetic propensity to-
ward psychopathy or intellectual disability (Dąbrowski, 1970, p. 33). The second fac-
tor includes the influence of the external environment, such as the family and the so-
cial milieu. The third factor of development is not automatically derived from these 
two, and it “represents the autonomous forces of self-directed development. In this 
sense the term “third factor” is used to denote the totality of the autonomous forces” 
(pp. 72–73). In Mental growth it was made clear that the term third factor was used 
two ways in the theory, both as a factor of development and as a dynamism of valu-
ation, or “the agent of conscious choice in development” (Dąbrowski, 1970, p. 73).

There is a marked difference between the level of detail and elucidation of overex-
citability and its place within developmental potential between 1970 and 1972. Mi-
chael Piechowski worked again with Dąbrowski to produce Psychoneurosis is not an ill-
ness (1972), and it was in this book that the theory took its final form. Not only was 
DP described in detail, but the five developmental levels of Dąbrowski’s theory were 
outlined. The OEs were described as constituting the “main form of a positive devel-
opmental potential,” and their absence, or appearance only in weak or narrow forms, 
was indicative of a limited, or even negative, DP (p. 6). A limited developmental po-
tential can also be identified by what is missing, not only strong OEs but also the ab-
sence of dynamisms.

The other major aspect of developmental potential, the dynamisms, were hypoth-
esized to arise from the OEs during the course of development (Dąbrowski, 1996; 
Piechowski, 1975). Dynamisms are the mental processes that shape and direct devel-
opment, and like the OEs, their presence or absence in developmental potential means 
the difference between a strong, limited, or negative potential (Dabrowski, 1972). Eve-
rything in TPD is hierarchical, and there are higher and lower levels of dynamisms, as 
well as different types (e.g., dissolving, developmental). Not all types of developmen-
tal potential or disintegration are positive. Certain combinations of OEs are not con-
ducive to multilevel development, and when there is a preponderance of sensual and 
psychomotor OEs without the transforming presence of strong emotional OE, DP is 
considered limited or even negative (Dabrowski, 1972; Rankel, 1981).

The inner psychic milieu is made up of the dynamisms. Its presence is the most 
compelling indicator of a  strong developmental potential (Dabrowski, 1970, 1972). 
But at the lowest level, there are no dynamisms, and consequently, there is no inner 
psychic milieu. The two types of disintegration, unilevel and multilevel, were first de-
scribed in Polish by Dąbrowski (1949) as wachlarzowa (fan-shaped) and warstwicowa 
(multi-layered, or stratified). By fan-like, he meant what we now call unilevel, or that 
the experience of disintegration occurs on one plane, as if holding a fan horizontally 
(M. Piechowski, personal communication, March 30, 2017). Multi-layered is what we 
would now call multilevel, or the higher vs lower distinction found in a hierarchy of 
values. In unilevel disintegration, there are only the nuclei of an inner psychic milieu, 
because the majority of dynamisms are found in multilevel development (Dąbrowski, 
1970). In TPD, there is a direct connection between having a rich inner life and ex-
periencing in a multilevel way. The relationship between OE and the development of 
a multilevel perspective can be seen in this quote:
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Each form of overexcitability points to a higher than average sensitivity of its re-
ceptors. As a result a person endowed with different forms of overexcitability re-
acts 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, p. 7)

Dąbrowski’s discussions of developmental dynamisms through these early works 
were based on his clinical research. The next step for the growth of theory was to study 
how these constructs worked in action, and that required research with human subjects.

Establishing an empirical foundation

Dąbrowski was aware that some of his constructs were difficult to test and support us-
ing objective instruments. This quote from Existential thoughts and aphorisms, under 
the pen name Paul Cienin, illustrates the situation well:

What a great mystery in creating an inner autonomy! They ask me its origin be-
cause it is different and even opposed to hereditary tendencies and influences of 
the environment. I answer I don’t know. I am wickedly delighted that I can’t give 
a scientific answer, only an intuitive one. It is simply a problem so deeply human 
that science cannot give an answer. (Cienin, 1972, p. 21)

The situation in post-war Poland never provided Dąbrowski with conditions where 
he could test his theory in an environment of academic freedom. Few empirical tests 
of his constructs were reported in his work, outside of his study in Warsaw on gifted 
and talented children (Dabrowski, 1967, 1972). Once he was working as a visiting pro-
fessor in Canada, at the University of Alberta, Dąbrowski finally had the chance to 
collect data and provide an empirical basis for his theory. He was supported by a re-
search team that included Michael Piechowski, as well as Marlene (King) Rankel and 
Dexter Amend, who helped him with recruitment as well as collecting and analyz-
ing the data. Sponsored by the Canada Council, Dąbrowski launched a three-year re-
search project to present his theory through a multifaceted analysis of case examples 
(Dąbrowski & Piechowski, 1977, 1996).

The multilevelness research project included a search for participants and data to 
illustrate the levels of development that Dąbrowski had outlined in the theory, and it 
included a number of instruments used to screen for and assess developmental level 
(Dąbrowski & Piechowski, 1977, 1996). Out of over 1500 subjects screened for in-
clusion, 81 wrote an autobiography and responses to emotional stimuli (for example, 
great joy, great sadness, internal conflict, nervousness). Table 2 includes the names 
of the tests and the corresponding number of participants who completed each test. 
The Verbal Items and Personal Inventory were screening tools, and the majority of 
participants in the sample were graduate and undergraduate students who were given 
the screener as part of a class (Dąbrowski & Piechowski, 1977, 1996). Recruitment 
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was also extended to individuals who found out about the project outside of the class-
room but expressed an interest in participating. In addition to the screeners, Neuro-
logical Examination, Verbal Stimuli (not the same as the Verbal Items), and Autobiog-
raphy, the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale 2) was also administered.

Table 2 
Multilevelness Research Project: Instruments and Participants.

Instrument Number of participants

Personal Inventory 1590

Verbal Items 1258

Verbal Stimuli  950

Neurological Examination  127

Autobiography   81

Note. The source for this information is Dąbrowski and Piechowski (1996).

Ultimately, six cases were strategically selected from the pool of participants to 
illustrate the  types and levels of development. However, despite the  large numbers 
of participants in the  sample, none reflected development that strictly exemplified 
the theory’s higher levels (IV & V). Subject 6 was a woman whose results were de-
scribed as accelerated multilevel disintegration, and included 16 ratings at levels IV 
and IV–V (Dąbrowski & Piechowski, 1996). Therefore, the biographical case of An-
toine de Saint-Exupéry was included for level IV. The study supported Dąbrowski’s 
belief that higher level development is not normally distributed, and requires more tar-
geted sampling procedures.

The results were written up as a report to the Canada Council (Dabrowski, 1974; 
Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1972)3). Piechowski’s (2008) task was to analyze the autobio-
graphical material in each of the cases. He noticed that the design of the project called 
for finding expressions of the characteristics–the dynamisms–of each developmental lev-
el, but it did not include identifying overexcitabilities. He then developed his own meth-
od of atomistic content analysis and coded the material twice–once for expressions of 
dynamisms and a second time for expressions of overexcitability. He found 443 instanc-
es of overexcitability that later would be the basis for creating an open-ended Overexcit-
ability Questionnaire. Table 3 includes the frequency of OEs by subject.

In the  first volume of Multilevelness of emotional and instinctive functions, 
Dąbrowski (1996) gave examples of different levels of OE based on the hierarchical 
levels of development in the theory. Multilevelness is one of the core concepts of TPD, 
along with developmental potential (Piechowski, 1974), and the OEs were no excep-
tion to his view that constructs can and should be viewed through a prism of levels. At 
lower levels of development the expressions of OEs would be considered confined or 
narrow and indicating a limited DP. At higher levels of development, the OEs would 
be regarded as broad, or global, and as mentioned, they are the  raw material from 

2)  The number of participants given the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale is unavailable.
3)  The 1996 edition of Part 1 is a reproduction of the 1974 volume 1. This was revised and 

updated for the 1977 printing. Part 2 is a reproduction of the 1972 volume 2.



Christiane Wells, R. Frank Falk32
Psychologia







 
wychowawcza








 

nr
 2

0/
20

21
, 2

3–
44

which dynamisms emerge (Dąbrowski, 1996; Piechowski, 1975). The expressions of 
OE at a lower level are very different from the expressions of OE at a higher level (e.g., 
Dąbrowski, 1977, 1996)4) and they are not necessarily considered developmental at 
those lower levels. Dąbrowski (1996) pointed out the importance of the OEs within 
his theoretical framework by stating, “The five forms of overexcitability are the consti-
tutional traits which make it possible to assess the strength of the developmental potential 
independently of the context of development” (p. 16, emphasis added).

Piechowski’s elaboration of overexcitability in the gifted

In 1970, Piechowski gave up his faculty position at the University of Alberta and be-
came a student again, this time for a doctorate in counseling and guidance. As a re-
search assistant in the Research and Guidance Laboratory for Superior Students at 
the University of Wisconsin-Madison he had an opportunity to collect data on over-
excitability. He reviewed the 443 instances of overexcitability from Dąbrowski’s mul-
tilevelness project and created the open-ended Overexcitability Questionnaire (OEQ) 
(Piechowski, 1979, 2008, 2014a). While Dąbrowski’s work was not exclusively fo-
cused on the gifted, he frequently used the word gifted in descriptions of patients, and 
intellectual functioning was a part of his assessment with clients.

The first incarnation of the OEQ consisted of 46 open-ended questions, and it is 
the first known instrument to be used to measure OE other than the 100-item ques-
tionnaire, now lost, that was described by Dąbrowski (1938/2019) in 1938. The first 
sample to receive the OEQ were 31 adolescents who had been identified as intellec-
tually gifted. Each one wrote responses to 46 questions. This yielded about 1,400 re-
sponses in which to find expressions of OE.

Piechowski continued working with Dąbrowski throughout his second doctor-
al program, from 1970–1975. Piechowski (2008) has written about their collabora-
tive work via correspondence, and he also made trips to work with Dąbrowski in Ed-

4)  Ackerman (2009) and Tillier (2018) have both reproduced the original expressions of 
OE at different levels from Multilevelness in their work.

Table 3 
Overexcitabilities by Subject

Subject Psychomotor Sensual Intellectual Imaginational Emotional

1  3  1  0  1   0
2 12  1  0  0   5
3 3  1  2 20  20
4 10  6 26 21  47
5 16  1  6  7  59
6 15  3 12 20  53

Saint-Exupéry 13  6 15 15  23
Total 72 19 61 84 207

Note. The source for these data is Dąbrowski and Piechowski (1996).
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monton (M.  Piechowski, personal communication, August 25, 2017). During this 
time, Piechowski (1975) wrote and published a monograph called “A Theoretical and 
Empirical Approach to the  Study of Development,” which includes a  foreword by 
Dąbrowski, as well as a complete outline of the theory. In this monograph, Piechows-
ki’s (1975) elaboration of the construct of overexcitability first comes into view, and it 
is important to remember that the material used to develop his updated definition of 
OE came from Dąbrowski’s research at the University of Alberta.

After collecting data from gifted students in Wisconsin, and finishing his de-
gree, Piechowski (1979) contributed a  chapter called “Developmental Potential,” 
which appeared in New voices in counseling the gifted. This textbook, edited by Nick 
Colangelo and Ron Zaffrann, introduced the theory to the field of gifted education, 
and included a clinical example of multilevel potential by Kay Ogburn‑Colangelo 
(1979). In his chapter on developmental potential, Piechowski (1979) provided an 
updated definition of overexcitability that was informed by Dąbrowski’s research 
and his own:

Each form of overexcitability 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 move-
ment, restlessness, action, excess of energy; sensual mode–of surface contact, sen-
sory delectation, comfort and sensuality; the intellectual mode–of analysis, logic, 
questioning, the search for truth; the imaginational mode–of vivid dreams, fan-
tasies, images, personifications, strong visualization of experience; the emotional 
mode–of attachments and affectional bonds with others, empathy, the despair of 
loneliness, the joy of love, the enigma of existence and human responsibility. These 
are modes of personal experience and personal action. Each mode can be viewed 
as a channel through which flows information in the form of sensations, feeling, 
experience, images, expectations, etc. These five dimensions can be thought of as 
the main channels of perception–apprehension of the patterns of experience, and 
of conception–the  formation of images of experience. They may be likened to 
color filters through which the various external impingements, and internal stir-
rings reach the individual. They determine to what occurrences and in what way 
one is capable of responding (pp. 28–29).

The full exploration of the accumulated material was presented in the book “Mel-
low out,” They say. If I  only could: Intensities and sensitivities of the  young and bright 
(Piechowski, 2006)5).

In our work studying the  evolution of OE, we used computer-assisted qualita-
tive data analysis software to examine the data from Dąbrowski’s multilevelness pro-
ject as well as the  data Piechowski collected in 1973. First, we used QDA Miner 
to code all of the  instances of overexcitability in Multilevelness Part 2. Later we ac-
quired copies of the original OEQ data, and we were able to review those data as well. 
There is a marked difference between the two datasets because Dąbrowski’s data were 
coded from autobiographies and open-ended responses to Verbal Stimuli prompts, 
and Piechowski’s data were from questions designed to elicit responses that indicate 
the presence of overexcitability. The word count for the Dąbrowski dataset was 26,251 
and for the Piechowski dataset it was 68,868. Piechowski drew from both of these 

5)   Piechowski (2006, 2014) included the original 46-item OEQ in the appendix of both 
editions of Mellow out, and the book includes 434 excerpts from his original data.
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datasets in developing the table of “Forms and Expressions of Psychic Overexcitabil-
ity” which was first included in the chapter in New voices and later revised and shared 
in Mellow out (Piechowski, 2006, 2014a).

Overexcitability as a multilevel construct

In the data collected with the OEQ, it is clear that there are levels of overexcitability, 
and that sometimes a response is rich with more than one type. Piechowski found that 
responses were based on the individual’s dominant type of OE, which is consistent 
with the theory (Dąbrowski, 1996; Piechowski, 1975). This means that a person whose 
emotional OE is strongest would answer with more emotionally charged responses 
than intellectual, psychomotoric, imaginational, or sensual ones. While all of the par-
ticipants in the original study were identified as gifted, they did not all show evidence 
of OE in their written expressions.

As Dabrowski’s (1972) work on developmental potential progressed, it became 
clear that a strong DP meant an increase in complexity because possessing multiple 
types of OE is the foundation for a multilevel perception of reality. These individu-
als are bound to collide with their social environment because they have difficulty 
adapting to everyday reality. In individuals with limited DP, there is more stereo-
typed thinking, conformity, and reduced creativity “for the sake of adjustment” (p. 9). 
The ability to conform and adjust to one’s environment is often viewed as being syn-
onymous with mental health, but Dąbrowski felt that the opposite was true. Because 
Piechowski’s (2014a) data were collected with adolescents of varying ages, there is an 
interesting range of developmental potential, and, in some cases, the capacity for inner 
transformation was abundantly clear.

The open-ended OEQ allows for creative responses to questions designed to elic-
it OE in respondents, but not all individuals with strong OE also possess the verbal 
ability to express themselves well on paper. Attempts were made instead to use inter
views with younger children who were less able to express themselves well with a pen 
and paper instrument (Piechowski & Miller, 1995). Individuals with dyslexia or 
dysgraphia naturally have a more difficult time expressing themselves using an open
‑ended instrument.

Dąbrowski (1996) did not view the OEs as being equal, and set them in a hierar-
chy with the emotional, imaginational, and intellectual types being most important, 
and emotional as the most critical for development:

Developmental potential is strongest if all, or almost all forms of overexcitability 
are present. The three forms, intellectual, imaginational, and emotional, are es-
sential if a high level of development is to be reached. The highest level of devel-
opment 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. (p. 16)

One of Piechowski’s graduate students conducted research with the original OEQ 
and later published a paper with him which contests the idea that it is the strength 
of the psychomotor and sensual forms that limits development. Lysy and Piechowski 
(1983) suggested that developmental potential is limited when the emotional and in-
tellectual OEs are not strong.
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The lower levels of overexcitability in Dąbrowski’s descriptions in Multilevelness 
are not actually expressions of overexcitability. Piechowski (1979) affirmed this dis-
tinction in his work:

Only when the expressions of “excitability” are beyond and above what can be 
considered common or average do they make a significant contribution to devel-
opment. And it is this criterion–contribution to a higher level of development–
that guides the selection of expressions of overexcitability apart from expressions 
that are not developmentally significant. Thus, for instance, one may readily 
consider violent and explosive temper as a  sign of emotional overexcitability. 
But this is insufficient. Violent emotions which are uncontrolled, not reflected 
upon, and which do not occur in the context of a true and deeply felt personal 
relationship, do not count as emotional overexcitability in the sense of the term 
as used here. (p. 28)

The developmental significance of overexcitability has sometimes been lost in discus-
sions about OE since Piechowski’s work first appeared. For instance, two papers by Vuyk 
et al. (2016a, 2016b) attempted to displace the OEs with the claim that they are better 
understood as openness to experience, and such a view completely ignores the reality 
of levels of overexcitability and its place within a broader developmental framework. 
The theory of positive disintegration cannot be replaced by the five factor model of per-
sonality because Dąbrowski’s theory is an alternative framework to the biomedical model 
in psychiatry, and his essential thesis that psychoneurosis is not an illness is not even re-
motely addressed by the research on openness to experience. Grant (2021) and Gallagher 
(in-press) have illustrated that while there are similarities between OE and openness to 
experience, Vuyk et al. did not make the case for conceptual equivalence.

Dąbrowski did not view the OEs as characteristics of giftedness, and it was not his 
intention to use them to identify gifted students. The terms overexcitability and nerv-
ousness were used interchangeably within his theory, and nervousness is not the same 
thing as intellectual giftedness. That being said, many individuals who are intellectu-
ally gifted also experience overexcitability. Within their place in the theory, as a multi-
level construct, the OEs are complex and multidimensional, and complexity is a hall-
mark of giftedness, no matter what form it takes.

Asynchronous development and heightened intensity

Piechowski’s (1979) chapter in New voices called for a different conception of gifted-
ness, a move away from “intellective skills, and skills in general” and more of an em-
phasis on imagination and feeling (p. 25). This view was very attractive to many edu-
cators who valued the experience of giftedness over an achievement orientation. When 
we consider the elaboration of overexcitability in the gifted we must remember that it 
was perceived as more than simply a characteristic of giftedness to be used in the pro-
cess of identification. The Columbus Group definition of giftedness as asynchronous 
development was informed by the work of Dąbrowski and Piechowski, and includes 
the OEs as heightened intensity:

Giftedness is asynchronous development in which advanced cognitive abilities 
and heightened intensity combine to create inner experiences and awareness that 
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are qualitatively different from the norm. This asynchrony increases with higher 
intellectual capacity. The uniqueness of the gifted renders them particularly vul-
nerable and requires modifications in parenting, teaching and counseling in order 
for them to develop optimally. (Silverman, 2013, p. 21, emphasis added)

The combination of advanced cognitive abilities and heightened intensity provide 
a phenomenological basis for giftedness that has become a well-accepted framework 
in gifted education. Research on the lived experience of parenting gifted and twice-
exceptional (2e) children has found that parents appreciate asynchrony as a way of un-
derstanding the disparities in their children’s development (e.g., Daniels, 2009; Kane, 
2013; Wells, 2018). Dąbrowski (1935, n.d.) referred to multiple aspects of develop-
ment occurring at uneven rates in nervous children, as well as gifted children, in his 
Polish and unpublished works:

The school should have on its staff persons qualified to give advice in difficult in-
dividual cases. Such “advisors” should know, for example, that the uneven pro-
gress of a gifted child is often a positive phenomenon and one which indicates 
that the child is sensitive, and creative, but easily exhausted, and thus should be 
not only understood, but treated in a special way. Such “advisors” or counselors 
should also realize that an oversensitive child or a fearful child can be highly gift-
ed, that the fear of examination or of answering questions in front of the class in-
hibits the child, sometimes immobilizes him. Although highly gifted, such a child 
is very often considered inferior to “normal” children. (Dabrowski, n.d., p. 281)

Silverman (2013) has described the most asynchronous children as those who are 
gifted with a second exceptionality, such as ADHD, autism, dyslexia, dysgraphia, or an-
other difference that impacts functioning. The term twice-exceptional did not exist dur-
ing Dąbrowski’s lifetime, but this is a population where the OEs are found. Similar to 
highly gifted individuals, who often feel like aliens, those who identify as 2e report a pro-
found feeling of otherness that is well-captured by TPD (Piechowski, 2014a; Wells, 2017).

Marlene Rankel, who assisted Dąbrowski, once wrote, “The  higher the  level, 
the more subtle the reality. Lower level realities are apparent to higher level realities, 
but not vice versa” (Rankel, 1981, p. 378). This difference is reflected in levels of asyn-
chrony, overexcitability, and intelligence just as much as in the  levels of emotional 
development. An extremely asynchronous child with strong emotional and imagina-
tional OEs, coexisting with high intelligence, can appear incomprehensible to teach-
ers and even parents who are not similarly endowed. TPD is the theory that can help 
such children understand the challenges they face and it can also provide insight into 
how to work with, and live with, strong developmental potential.

In his early work, Piechowski (1979, 1986) described DP as constituting the overex-
citabilities and special talents and abilities. The dynamisms were not an explicit part of 
the conversation about DP until later, although anyone familiar with the theory would 
be able to detect them implicitly in his discussions of introspective emotional growth 
(1989) or emotional giftedness (1991, 1997). Years later, Piechowski (2003) returned 
the dynamisms to his definition of DP: “Originally, the defining characteristics of DP 
were five kinds of overexcitability plus special talents and abilities. Later, it became clear 
that the capacity for inner transformation had to be included” (p. 298). The capacity for 
inner transformation is another way of saying that the elements of the third factor of de-
velopment can be detected. Piechowski’s case study work on exemplars has illuminated 
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the expression of dynamisms at different levels of development, including Etty Hillesum 
(1992), Eleanor Roosevelt (1990), and Peace Pilgrim (2009). Piechowski (2020) has con-
tinued studying these exemplars using the lens of Dąbrowski’s theory and its founda-
tions of multilevelness and developmental potential.

Misunderstandings about misdiagnosis

Earlier in this paper we cited Mika (2006) in our discussion of the similarities between 
OE and ADHD. Her article was a response to a study that attempted to position OE 
in terms of misdiagnosis. The OEs are frequently brought into the conversation of mis-
diagnosis of the gifted, and we hope to discourage the view that there is a physiologi-
cal difference between psychomotor OE and the hyperactivity displayed in children 
diagnosed with ADHD.

Not all of the nuances about OE that Dąbrowski described in his work have been 
captured in the OE research. For instance, Rinn and Reynolds (2012) described the hy-
peractive behaviors sometimes observed in ADHD as hard to distinguish from psycho-
motor OE (P OE), and they are not alone in their claim that there is a meaningful dif-
ference (e.g., Piechowski, 2013; Webb et al., 2016). It is our assertion that Dąbrowski’s 
construct of P OE encompasses the very same behaviors that make up the hyperactiv-
ity-impulsivity dimension of ADHD, and that the presence of OE should not be per-
ceived as a different type of motor excitability than hyperactivity. In fact, imaginational 
OE closely corresponds with some of the symptoms seen in the inattentive dimension 
of ADHD as well. Within the theory of positive disintegration, overexcitability makes it 
possible to understand issues of attention as disintegrative factors in development.

A problem with separating hyperactivity and P OE as discrete and different is that 
a child with P OE who should be served in school with accommodations might be de-
nied services if they do not receive the label of ADHD. Labels are not necessarily limit-
ing, but can open up services for the gifted child who also has a developmental disorder 
(Kaufman, 2018). Vuyk et al. (2016b) expressed a concern that “symptoms of psycho-
logical disorders might be assumed to be a manifestation of OEs and thus the individual 
might not receive adequate and validated treatment” (p. 62). We agree that this is a con-
cern, and it must be understood that OEs can be symptoms of what would now be iden-
tified as disorders or as mentioned earlier, indicators of neurodiversity.

It is important to remember that much has changed since Dąbrowski’s theory was 
first introduced to the field in 1979, including the creation in the DSM of diagnoses such 
as ADHD and autism. These conditions have always existed, but they have not always 
been named and supported the way they are now, in the 21st century. Similarly, the term 
twice-exceptional was not a part of the fabric of gifted education in 1979, and we must 
adjust our understanding of what it means to be gifted with other exceptionalities.

The future of overexcitability

The benefit of the  theory of positive disintegration is that it provides a perspective 
that helps understand the aspects of a positive developmental potential that cannot be 
measured by an IQ or achievement test. When Dąbrowski was developing his theory, 
he was not attempting to explain giftedness as it is currently defined, in external terms 
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of what one can do or produce. Instead, this is a theory that celebrates a multilevel per-
ception of reality and creative inner transformation.

Gifted individuals are not a homogenous group, but much of the research on OE 
has been based on the hypothesis that OEs are a personality characteristic of gifted-
ness. We suggest that an appropriate shift would be to acknowledge that while not 
all gifted individuals experience OE, many do, and those who do can benefit from 
the decades of work on Dąbrowski’s theory. There are many aspects of TPD that re-
main to be explored, such as Piechowski’s (1989, 2014a) work distinguishing types of 
emotional growth based on his OEQ data. The characteristics of introspective emo-
tional growth in particular deserve further examination. Processes of appraisal appear 
to be behind the dynamisms, and this is an area worth studying further (Falk & Mill-
er, 1998). We can speculate about the theory and its concepts forever, but until further 
research is conducted on these constructs, we will not be able to resolve the mysteries 
that still persist so many decades later.

A recent article by De Bondt et al. (2019) made the case for TPD as a theory with 
continuing application in gifted education, and we strongly agree with their conclu-
sions, including the need for revising the instruments used to measure OE. Although 
beyond the scope of this paper, there is a long history of research on OE in the gift-
ed (Falk & Miller, 2009; Mendaglio & Tillier, 2006). Aside from the OEQ, which 
is an open-ended instrument, there are also objective instruments available such as 
the Overexcitability Questionnaire-Two (OEQ-II) (Falk et al., 2016). De Bondt et al. 
(2019) found that it is possible to use the OEQ-II to study emotional OE from a mul-
tilevel perspective, and we feel that their constructive criticisms can help inform devel-
opment of future instruments to measure and study overexcitability:

A hierarchical organization of human development is the hallmark of the TPD and, 
according to Dąbrowski, each form of overexcitability has a different expression, de-
pending on the level of personality development (Dąbrowski, 1970c; Tillier, 2018). 
Although the OEQ-II does not define the five overexcitability factors according to 
a set of hierarchically structured facets, a multiple-level perspective can clearly be 
distinguished with regard to emotional overexcitability. For example, the item “I am 
deeply concerned about others” is situated on a higher, more humane and abstract 
level in the process of personal development in comparison with the  item “I can 
feel a mixture of different emotions all at once.” Therefore, we hypothesize that 
a two-factor exploratory structure will fit the data better than a one-factor structure. 
A two-factor structure that reflects the multidimensional and multi-stage process of 
disintegration would diverge from the FFM model, which does not include distinct 
levels of personality growth. (De Bondt et al., 2019, pp. 8–9)

Research based on a more complete history of overexcitability should examine its 
prevalence and impact in populations such as individuals considered twice-exception-
al, and also individuals who have not been identified as gifted.

Conclusion

In the more than 200 years of medical recognition of nervousness and over-excitabili-
ty, the term was used in the sense of pathology. In Dąbrowski’s (1938/2019) first paper 
on overexcitability, he recognized its value as the intensification of perception, aware-
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ness, and experience and, consequently, as a positive element in creativity and devel-
opment. The construct of overexcitability preceded the development of Dąbrowski’s 
theory by decades, but in developmental potential, it became part of one of the theo-
ry’s foundations.

Dąbrowski believed that his concepts should live and evolve, and we can see from 
this excerpt in Mental growth that he never meant for his theory to be viewed as im-
mutable and carved in stone:

There is no intention here to establish “the Laws” of mental development. The the-
ory of positive disintegration is to be considered mainly as a series of inductive 
empirical generalizations. Some of them have been confirmed in experimental 
studies. Others are mere working hypotheses which require a great deal of further 
research and possibly a modification or reformulation. In some cases it was not 
possible to go beyond statistical generalizations. The highly complex and evasive 
nature of the processes analyzed in the theory of positive disintegration, the insuf-
ficiency and notorious questionableness of knowledge we have accumulated up to 
now in this domain, and the novelty of the approach made it hardly possible to 
reach in every respect the degree of precision and empiricalness which would sat-
isfy a methodologically sensitive and critical reader. However, it is the conviction 
of the author of the theory that they include theoretically important and practi-
cally useful insights and truths about the human form of mental life and develop-
ment. They may deserve attention, at least as a starting point for further analysis 
and experimental study. (Dąbrowski, 1970, pp. 130–131)

Yet, little critical examination of Dąbrowski’s constructs has occurred outside of 
Piechowski’s work (Piechowski, 2014b, 2017). Tillier (2018) has provided in his book 
a secondary source and reference of TPD that includes updated reviews of the litera-
ture related to both overexcitability and the broader theory, such as neuropsychologi-
cal research and resources on posttraumatic growth.

We hope that our work in this paper, tracing the origins and evolution of OE, 
will lead to fresh research on OE within gifted education and also outside of the field. 
Since the introduction of OEs in 1979, there have not been any peer-reviewed papers 
examining its history in nervousness, or its evolution from Dąbrowski’s early works 
into gifted education, until now. Part of the problem was simply that the early work is 
in Polish, and it required translation into English. One important area of study to bet-
ter understand OEs would be an examination of the experience of twice-exceptional 
students who are both gifted and identified with ADHD, autism, or sensory process-
ing disorder. There is a significant overlap between the characteristics of these condi-
tions and the overexcitabilities as described by Dąbrowski.

With this paper, we are challenging the  readers to remember that the  earli-
est work on overexcitability by Dąbrowski was connected to conditions that were 
viewed as pathological. In modern times, this construct applies not only to the gift-
ed, but also individuals who may meet the criteria for ADHD, autism, and other 
“disorders” from a  biomedical perspective. Dąbrowski believed that the  different 
forms of overexcitability constitute the basis of a rich, multidimensional, and mul-
tilevel grasp of reality.

The  theory of positive disintegration has a  long and important history in 
the field of gifted education, thanks to Piechowski’s application of overexcitability 
to the gifted more than 40 years ago. We hope our work challenges readers to con-
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sider where else we might find positive disintegration in action. Twice-exceptional 
individuals who have been identified with not only giftedness but also ADHD and 
autism are prime targets for further research, as well as gifted adults who have strug-
gled with various types of mental illness. The medicalization of psychological suffer-
ing has continued well into the 21st century, and Dąbrowski’s theory remains open 
to us as a strengths-based alternative to mainstream deficit models that pathologize 
intense experience.
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POCZĄTKI I EWOLUCJA KONCEPTUALNA WZMOŻONEJ 
POBUDLIWOŚCI PSYCHICZNEJ

Streszczenie: Konstrukt wzmożonej po-
budliwości psychicznej ma swoje począt-
ki w zaburzeniu „nerwowości”. Dąbrow-
ski zróżnicował je w różne podtypy wiele 
lat przed publikacją pierwszej wersji swojej 
teorii dezintegracji pozytywnej. W tym ar-
tykule opisujemy początki wzmożonej po-
budliwości psychicznej, zaczynając od prac 
Dąbrowskiego sprzed jego teorii, poprzez 
umiejscowienie zjawiska w koncepcji po-
tencjału rozwojowego. Bazując na naszych 
badaniach wczesnych polskojęzycznych 
prac Dąbrowskiego, podajemy w wątpli-
wość sugestię, iż wzmożona pobudliwość 
psychiczna jest często mylnie diagnozo-
wana jako zespół nadpobudliwości psy-

choruchowej (ADHD). Opisane są także 
prace Piechowskiego nad wzmożoną po-
budliwością psychiczną w nauczaniu dla 
dzieci uzdolnionych, podobnie jak niezro-
zumienia i nadużycia związane z tym zja-
wiskiem. Bazując na naszym przeglądzie 
literatury, prezentujemy potencjalne przy-
szłe zastosowania oraz możliwości rozwoju 
badań nad wzmożoną pobudliwością psy-
chiczną.

Słowa kluczowe: Kazimierz Dąbrowski, 
teoria dezintegracji pozytywnej, wzmożo-
na pobudliwość psychiczna, potencjał roz-
wojowy
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ABSTRACT
A recent study claiming to provide a basis for gifted education to drop the construct of over
excitabilities in favor of the construct of openness to experience and align itself with the Five Factor 
Model and a talent development perspective on gifted education is shown to be without merit. An 
analysis shows that the study supports the conclusion that the constructs are less similar than they 
appear to be from descriptions in the literature. This raises questions about the evidence needed for 
a field to drop constructs and the role of theory and research in guiding practice. It is argued that 
proposals for a field to change direction must be very strong and that gifted education should pay 
increased attention to justifying ethical claims.
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In two papers, Vuyk et al. (2016a, 2016b) argue that they 
have done a study that provides a basis for the field of 
gifted education to drop the construct of overexcitabil
ities in favor of the construct of openness to experience 
and align itself with the Five Factor Model (FFM) and 
a talent development perspective on gifted education. 
Vuyk et al. (2016a) claimed to have shown that over
excitabilities (OEs) and facets of openness to experience 
(OtE) are the same constructs, and that, “accordingly, 
the field should align with well-researched psychological 
theories like the five-factor model of personality and 
begin to talk about openness rather than OEs” (p. 192). 
In a subsequent paper, Vuyk et al. (2016b) review addi
tional literature and again claim that this equivalence 
“serves as ground to support the shift from OEs to 
openness to experience” (p. 66) and that “gifted educa
tion should shift its way of explaining these tendencies 
by framing them as the personality trait of openness to 
experience rather than OEs” (p. 59). I show that the 
Vuyk et al. (2016a) findings do not support their claim 
that OEs and OtE facets are equivalent or their proposal 
that the field of gifted education drop OEs in favor of 
openness to experience and align itself with the Five 
Factor Model and a talent development perspective on 
gifted education. I take the demonstration of this lack of 
support as an opportunity to address two questions that 
follow upon it: When does the force of reason and 
evidence obligate a field to drop one theory and adopt 
a competing theory? What is the place of theory and 
research in guiding practice?

The first section of this paper argues that the Vuyk 
et al. (2016a) study does not show that OEs are OtE 

facets. The second section examines claims and errors 
related to the Vuyk et al. (2016a, 2016b) broader goal of 
moving the field toward dropping OEs and adopting 
OtE and the FFM. The third section addresses the ques
tion of when a field of study should drop one theory in 
favor of another. The fourth section argues that we may 
never know the truth of the OE/OtE facets relationship 
or anything else in the field of gifted, but as moral agents 
using our views to impact the lives of students, we ought 
to be able to justify our interventions.

The Vuyk et al. (2016a) study does not show that 
OEs are OtE facets

The Vuyk et al. (2016a) study examined the relationship 
between the construct of overexcitabilities drawn from 
the theory of positive disintegration (Dąbrowski, 1970, 
1972; Mendaglio, 2008) as assessed with the OEQ-II and 
the construct of openness to experience, one factor of 
the Five Factor Model of Personality (De Raad & Mlačić, 
2015), as assessed with the NEO PI-3. Overexcitabilities 
are “channels of information flow” (Piechowski, 1975, 
p. 256), tendencies “to respond in an intensified manner 
to various forms of stimuli” (Limont et al., 2014, p. 199). 
There are five overexcitabilities: Psychomotor, Sensual, 
Imaginational, Emotional, and Intellectual. The Five 
Factor Model is a “personality trait model constituted 
by . . . five factors or dimensions” based on a “common 
stock of words” that embody distinctions people “have 
found worth drawing” (De Raad & Mlačić, 2015, p. 559) 
—Neuroticism, Extraversion, Agreeableness, 
Conscientiousness, and Openness to Experience. The 
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factor that Vuyk et al. (2016a) examine, Openness to 
Experience, is comprised of six facets: Fantasy, Esthetics, 
Feelings, Actions, Ideas, and Values.

Vuyk et al. (2016a) reviewed literature on OEs and 
the Five Factor Model of Personality (FFM) and con
cluded that descriptions of OEs and OtE facets were very 
similar. They noted that there is a “relationship between 
openness to experience at the domain level and OEs” (p. 
194), that is, between the factor of openness to experi
ence and the five OEs. They expected that their study, 
the first to examine the relationship between the five 
OEs and the six OtE facets, would find strong relation
ships between OEs and their corresponding OtE facets.

Using a sample of 312 adults recruited via the 
Amazon Mechanical Turk and 149 creatively and intel
lectually gifted adolescents and adults from the Midwest, 
they tested two models of the relationship between OEs 
and OtE facets. They used both Exploratory Structural 
Equation Modeling (ESEM) and Confirmatory Factor 
Analysis (CFA) for a total of four analyses. They found 
that ESEM performed better for both models. Model 1, 
a “separate-factor model [in which] indicators of OEs 
and indicators of openness facets were modeled as two 
separate constructs expected to show a very strong cor
relation” met their criteria for the model fitting their 
data but “could not be meaningfully interpreted based 
on theory” (p. 198). The model “did not follow the 
expected factor structure” (p. 198) and did not show 
the “expected . . . very strong correlation” between OEs 
and OtE facets modeled as separate constructs (p. 194). 
The analysis yielded a factor that made no sense and 
items that did not correlate with their expected factor.

Model 2, a “joint factor model of the OE-OtE facets 
relationship, which had “all openness and OE items 
belonging to each combination load into a single latent 
variable,” yielded a “worse fit” (p. 198) with the data 
than Model 1 and required dropping three variables 
from the NEO PI-3 (pp. 197–198) that did not correlate 
with other variables. It did “fit the data well” (p. 198) and 
yielded interpretable results. Items from each of the five 
OE-OtE facets pairs correlated with a third, latent vari
able: Imaginational OE and the Fantasy OtE facet items 
loaded onto one latent variable, Emotional OE and 
Feelings OtE facet items loaded onto another latent 
variable, and so on. Values did not line up with any of 
the OEs.

The claim that OEs are really facets of OtE is based on 
the fact of the Model 2 fit and two sets of correlations: 
“subscale Pearson correlations among openness facets 
and OEs” and “interfactor correlations” from one of the 
Model 1 tests (p. 198). I show that the model fit and the 
higher set of correlations, the interfactor correlations, do 
not support the conclusion that “all five OEs can entirely 

be represented by a facet of openness” (Vuyk et al., 
2016a, p. 203).

OEs and facets of OtE are similar constructs. The 
literature Vuyk et al. (2016a) reviewed shows this. This 
similarity is noted by proponents of the TPD and others 
(e.g., Gallagher, 2013; Limont et al., 2014; Silverman, 
2016). But, the Vuyk et al. (2016a) study does not sup
port claims to “call it like it is,” as they subtitle the first of 
their papers. The claims include: OEs and facets of OtE 
“are the same underlying construct with different 
names” (p. 205); “all five OEs can be entirely represented 
by a facet of openness” (p. 203).

Categorical claims based on a single study are 
rarely, if ever, warranted

“No single study can answer any question, because too 
many factors perturb the results of any given study” 
(Schmidt & Oh, 2016, p. 33) neatly sums up why the 
Vuyk et al. (2016a) study—and any other single study— 
cannot be definitive, regardless of its quality. One factor 
is the composition of a sample. Three hundred and 
twelve “regular” adults, most from India and the 
United States, and 149 creatively and intellectually gifted 
adolescents and adults from the Midwest do not repre
sent the target population of the claim of OE and OtE 
equivalence, which is most of the literate population in 
the world.

The research examining OEs and the five factors at 
the factor level that the Vuyk et al. (2016a) study builds 
on, for example, illustrates this. The Botella et al. (2015) 
validation study of the French OEQ-II found that in 
a group of French middle school students all OEs except 
Psychomotor correlated low to moderately with open
ness to experience. The Limont et al. (2014) study of 
Polish secondary school gifted and regular students 
found significant correlations between OtE and all OEs 
save Psychomotor for a gifted sample and all OEs save 
Psychomotor and Emotional for a sample of regular 
students. Martowska and Matczak (2016) reported on 
a Polish factor analytic study by Limont et al. (2010) 
using the OEQ-II and the NEO-FFI, an earlier, shorter 
version of the NEO PI-3, that found two factors: one on 
which Imagination, Sensual, and Emotional 
Overexcitabilities plus Openness and Neuroticism FFM 
factors loaded—and a second on which Psychomotor 
OE plus Extraversion, Conscientiousness, and 
Agreeableness FFM factors loaded. Intellectual 
Overexcitability did not load on either factor. In 
a study of 516 Dutch students using the OEQ-II and 
the NEO-FFI done after Vuyk et al. (2016a), De Bondt 
et al. (2019) found weak relationships between OEs and 
the factors of openness, conscientiousness, and 
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neuroticism, with the exception of a moderate relation
ship between OEs and openness for females. That rela
tionships between the five OEs and the five factors vary 
from French to Polish to Dutch samples and between 
Polish gifted and regular student samples suggests that 
the Vuyk et al. (2016a) sample cannot be grounds for 
definitive claims about OE and OtE facet relationships.

If the OEQ-II does not measure OEs, the Vuyk 
et al. (2016a) study cannot support claims of 
equivalence

The study examines the relationship between scores on 
the NEO-PI-3 and the OEQ-II, not the constructs of 
OEs and OtE. The fact that constructs must be opera
tionalized in order to examine their relationship is com
plicated by Vuyk et al.’s (2016a) concern about the 
psychometric qualities of the OEQ-II, doubts that there 
is an empirical basis for OEs, and rejection of the mean
ingfulness of studying OEs independently of the TPD.

They said about the OEQ-II, “quality of instruments 
has likely affected results of this study, as the OEQ-II has 
shown inadequate fit in the literature” (Vuyk et al., 
p. 205). They claimed that OEs “lack empirical support” 
(Vuyk et al., 2016b, p. 68) and “empirical evidence 
supporting their existence is scant” Vuyk et al. (2016a, 
p. 193), and the “science behind OEs is not sound” 
(2016b, p. 68). Others disagree about the quality of the 
OEQ-II (e.g., De Bondt & Van Petegem, 2015; Van den 
Broeck et al., 2013).

Without trying to settle the matter of the construct 
validity of the OEQ-II, I point out that the Vuyk et al. 
(2016a, 2016b) criticism of the OEQ-II makes the claim 
to have shown that OEs and OtE facets “can be consid
ered as . . . equivalent construct[s] measured by different 
instruments” awkward. If the OEQ-II is a poor measure 
of OEs, it cannot be used to show that OEs are OtE 
facets. We must assume, as Vuyk et al. (2016a) do in 
practice, that the OEQ-II does a satisfactory job of mea
suring OEs.

We must also conclude that OEs can be studied 
independently of the rest of the TPD. Vuyk et al. 
(2016a) claim that “according to Dąbrowski’s TPD, 
OEs serve a purpose within a larger theory and are 
meaningless on their own” (p. 204). It is true that OEs 
serve a purpose within the TPD. It is also true that OEs 
can be studied independently of the TPD. Dąbrowski 
studied four OEs decades before he created the TPD 
(Dąbrowski, 1938/2019). Researchers can meaningfully 
assess OEs and have no interest in the rest of the TPD. 
OEs can be used “merely as descriptive constructs” 
(Vuyk et al., 2016b, p. 60). OEs are characteristics of 
individuals. The OEQ-II more or less measures these 

characteristics. If you want to know someone’s intensity 
of OEs, use the OEQ-II. This is what Vuyk et al. (2016a) 
did, while declaring the use of the OEQ-II in this way 
“meaningless.”

Claims of OE and OtE equivalence are not 
supported by the reported findings

Vuyk et al. (2016a) misstated their results at more than 
one point, as in the abstract to the 2016b paper: “OEs 
seem to define the personality trait of openness to 
experience described in the five-factor model of person
ality (FFM) as each OE can be matched with a specific 
facet of openness” (p. 59). According to their interpreta
tion of their results, Psychomotor OE has no relation
ship to an OtE facet. The broader claim that “gifted 
education should shift its way of explaining these ten
dencies by framing them as the personality trait of open
ness to experience rather than OEs” (Vuyk et al., 2016a, 
p. 59) is inconsistent, not only with the finding that 
Psychomotor OE has no relationship to an OtE facet, 
but also with the finding that the NEO PI-3 has two 
facets, Action and Values, that have no relationship to 
an OE.

The meaning of the fit of the model claimed to 
fit the data is misinterpreted

Vuyk et al. (2016a) stated that Models 1 and 2 “tested the 
hypothesis that openness facets and their corresponding 
OEs represent the same latent constructs” (Vuyk et al., 
2016a, p. 194). What the models tested are two different 
OE-OtE facet pair relationships. Only Model 1 
addressed the question of whether corresponding OEs 
and OtE facets are related to each other. Model 1 treated 
“each openness facet and each OE . . . as separate latent 
variables expected to show a very strong correlation” (p. 
194). But, there was no relationship between “indicators 
of OEs and indicators of openness facets . . . modeled as 
two separate constructs” (p. 194). They mentioned that 
this result failed to conform to theory and used the 
Model 2 fit to support the claim of OE-OtE facet equiva
lence. Model 2 examines a very different relationship 
between OEs and OtE facets: whether corresponding 
OEs and OtE items load on the same latent variables. 
But, loading on a common latent factor does not show 
anything definite about the OE-OtE facets relationships.

Vuyk et al. (2016a) stated that the successful Model 2 
fit supported the hypothesis that “openness facets and 
their corresponding OEs represent the same latent con
structs” (p. 194). The fit does indeed show that they may 
represent the same latent constructs or variables, but the 
inferences that Vuyk et al. (2016a) draw from this are 

130 B. GRANT



invalid: “the joint-factor model had acceptable fit and 
interpretable loadings; thus, openness seems to encom
pass OEs” (p. 192); the pairs “appear to be equivalent to 
each other as they loaded onto the same factor” (p. 198). 
From the fact that the pairs “loaded onto the same 
factor,” we cannot infer anything about the relationship 
between the pairs. The Model 2 fit simply does not and 
cannot tell us anything specific about the OE-OtE facets 
relationship. Here is why.

All latent constructs have indicators that are to some 
degree independent of each other. We see this in the OtE 
scale of the FFM. Each of the six facets tells us something 
about OtE. Each facet represents OtE, but the facets do 
not tell us the same thing about OtE and they are not 
interchangeable, otherwise they could not be distinct 
facets. We also see this independence in intelligence 
tests that have subtests. The subtests collectively tell us 
something, indicate something, about a broad factor of 
intelligence, and they individually tell us something 
about a component of the broad factor. Arithmetic, 
vocabulary, general knowledge, and other subtests are 
distinct elements of intelligence. They each tell us some
thing unique about intelligence, but not necessarily 
much about one another. Each subtest represents intelli
gence, but the subtests are not interchangeable.

Support for the hypothesis that OEs and OtE facets 
represent the same latent constructs means that OEs and 
OtE facets each tell us something, indicate something, 
about five latent constructs, but the support does not tell 
us anything about the OE-OtE facets relationship. It 
leaves entirely open the question of whether OEs and 
OtE facets are like arithmetic and vocabulary subtests 
and OtE facets or if they are like, for example, short and 
long forms of a scale that are more or less interchange
able ways of measuring the same construct. The Model 2 
fit does not support Vuyk et al. (2016a) claims to “call it 
like it is.” The factor-analytic models Vuyk et al. (2016a) 
tested either failed to fit their data or showed nothing 
definite about the relationship of OE and OtE facets to 
each other. The five interfactor correlations do not sup
port their conclusion either, as I show below.

The finding that OEs and OtEs represent the 
same latent construct is based on claiming 
a model fit based on multiple tries at finding a fit 
and the freedom to loosely follow fit criteria 
after collecting and examining data

To support the claim that they make about the relation
ship between OEs and facets of OtE, Vuyk et al. (2016a) 
should have developed specific criteria for determining 
sameness, articulated reasons for adopting the criteria, 
rigorously applied the criteria, and reached a conclusion 

(Gelman & Loken, 2014; Simmons et al., 2011). They did 
not do this.

The claim that the data showed that OEs are OtE 
facets is dependent upon making use of researcher 
degrees of freedom (Simmons et al., 2011). Vuyk et al. 
(2016a)—it does not matter whether intentionally or not 
—took steps that biased results in favor of finding a fit 
when there may not be one, in two ways. They had four 
chances to find a model that fits their data—two types of 
factor analysis (CFA and ESEM) applied to two models 
—yet set criteria for fit as if they were doing a single 
comparison defined in advance. And in doing this, they 
ignored the failure of the model that did address the 
hypothesis that OEs and OtE facets are equivalent to fit 
their data. They treated their criteria of “acceptable fit” 
of model to data, following Fan and Sivo (2005), as 
“guides rather than stringent cutoff values” (p. 196), 
which allowed them to decide that Model 2 fit the data, 
even though this required dropping three variables from 
the NEO PI-3 that did not correlate with other variables 
and relaxing their fit criteria. In summary, Vuyk et al. 
(2016a) did four analyses, and, ignoring the absence of 
a fit with the model that addressed their hypothesized 
OE/OtE facets relationship, they found that one analysis 
yielded results that, with modifications of their fit cri
teria and dropping variables, supported their expecta
tions. The Vuyk et al. (2016a) study is acceptable as an 
exploratory study, but it offers no support for their 
claims to “call it like it is.”

The inference that OE and OtE facet correlations 
demonstrate equivalence is invalid

From the interfactor correlations, Vuyk et al. (2016a) 
concluded that OEs and OtE facets “can be considered as 
an equivalent construct measured by different instru
ments” (p. 198). Their justification for this claim is that 
the correlations are “high enough that they can be con
sidered as an equivalent construct measured by different 
instruments” [italics added] (p. 198). The argument in 
support of this conclusion is based on a reference that 
offers no support and assumes that correlations can 
show equivalence of measures.

Vuyk et al. (2016a) report these interfactor correla
tions: Imaginational OE and Fantasy .761; Sensual OE 
and Esthetics .865; Emotional OE and Feelings .826; 
Psychomotor OE and Actions .186; and Intellectual OE 
and Ideas .813. They cite Goldberg (1999) as their 
authority for the claim that “different personality tests 
measuring the exact same constructs have correlations 
ranging between .70 and .80” (Goldberg, 1999, p. 194). 
They cite Goldberg specifically in support of the claim 
that “intercorrelations between each openness facet and 
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its corresponding OE are high enough that they can be 
considered as equivalent constructs measured by differ
ent instruments” (Goldberg, 1999, p. 198).

Goldberg (1999) did not make the claim attributed to 
him or give reasons why it could be true. If he had made 
the claim, he would have wrongly assumed that claims of 
equivalence based on correlation coefficients are justi
fied. As Branch (1990) argued:

In regard to psychological and educational testing prac
tices, when comparing tests, the examiner or researcher 
must consider test means, variances, and even item 
content before deciding if two similar-looking tests are 
truly measuring the same construct. Correlation coeffi
cients do not imply causation, but neither do they imply 
equivalency. (p. 296)

Correlations in the .70s and .80s are not even neces
sarily impressive (McGrew, 2009). McGrew showed that 
converting correlations to shared variance yields less 
impressive and more meaningful numbers than do cor
relations. The correlations Vuyk et al. (2016a) obtained 
—.761, .865, .826, .186, and .813—converted to variances 
(i.e., squared) are .58, .75, 68, .03, and .66. This means 
that the NEO-PI-3 fails to account for from 25% to 97% 
of the variance in the OEQ-II scores and vice versa. 
These variances tell us about differences across indivi
duals, and they mean that individuals’ scores on one 
measure may be quite different from scores on the 
other (McGrew, 2009). These numbers are from 
a single study. The degree of variance will differ in 
subsequent studies as a function of the reliability of the 
instruments and sample variations. All that we can con
clude from the Vuyk et al. (2016a) numbers is that OEs 
and OtE facet pairs are different constructs sharing 
common variance, ranging from 3% to 75% in a single 
study, as measured by the OEQ-II and the NEO PI-3.

The Vuyk et al. (2016a) findings failed to support 
a claim of OE and OtE equivalence and showed that 
OEs and OtE are less similar than they appeared to be 
from descriptions in the literature. Four OE and OtE 
facets pairs that looked similar did share variance as 
measured by the OEQII and the NEO PI-3: 
Imaginational OE and Fantasy; Sensual OE and 
Esthetics; and Emotional OE and Feelings. But 
Psychomotor OE and Actions are not related, and 
Values has no relationship to any OE.

The Vuyk et al. (2016a) reasons for gifted 
education to adopt the FFM are flawed
If Vuyk et al. (2016a) had shown that OEs and OtEs 
are identical constructs, they would have made an 
extraordinary discovery. They would have shown 
that overexcitabilities, which a Polish psychiatrist 

conceived of 80 years ago on the basis of clinical 
observations and assessed with a 100-item measure 
(Dąbrowski, 1938/2019, 1967; see also: Mendaglio, 
2008; Piechowski, 2006, 2008), are really the same 
constructs as ones developed from word usage and 
factor analysis in the late 20th century. Dąbrowski’s 
pioneering work would have been verified with 
sophisticated contemporary statistical analyses and 
research designs.

If core constructs of the TPD and of the FFM were 
shown to be identical, two previously unrelated the
ories or models and bodies of research would be joined 
at central constructs. A number of possible avenues for 
research and theory explorations would open up. We 
could explore folding the FFM into the TPD, folding 
the TPD into the FFM, seeing how each could enrich 
the other, combining the two into a new theory, drop
ping OEs in favor of OtE facets and retaining the rest of 
the theory of positive development, dropping OtE 
facets in favor of OEs, and so on. Vuyk et al. (2016a), 
selected one possibility and argued that gifted educa
tion should stop talking about OEs and talk about 
openness to experience instead and move toward the 
FFM and talent development model of giftedness. The 
previous section showed that Vuyk et al. (2016a) 
offered no “ground to support the shift from OEs to 
openness to experience” (Vuyk et al., 2016b, p. 66). In 
this next section, I address errors Vuyk et al. (2016a, 
2016b) made that invalidate their proposal for gifted 
education to move to the FFM, even if they had shown 
OEs and OtE facets to be equivalent.

The TPD is not the field of gifted education, and 
the FFM is not the field of personality theory

Vuyk et al. (2016b) argue the because OEs and OtE 
facets are the same, the “field should align with well- 
researched psychological theories like the five-factor 
model of personality and begin to talk about openness 
rather than OEs” (Vuyk et al., 2016a, p. 192). But the 
FFM is just one model in the field of personality studies, 
and the TPD is just one theory used in gifted education. 
Any descriptions that either can provide about the char
acteristics of gifted students are just some of many 
possible descriptions. Personality psychology does not 
have a single paradigm (Weiss, 2018). There are 
upwards of 50 peer-reviewed journals that address per
sonality and a number of actively researched personality 
theories, ranging from psychoanalytic to humanistic to 
neurobiological. There are a number of theories in gifted 
education. There are at least six in the Plucker and 
Callahan (2014) review of the field of gifted education. 
The TPD is not among them.
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The FFM is not a theory and cannot replace the 
TPD, which is a theory

I have been following Vuyk et al. (2016a, 2016b) in 
calling the Five Factor Model a theory as opposed to 
a model, as it is named, but it is a model, not a theory. 
The difference matters to whether or not FFM could 
possibly be a substitute for the TPD.

A theory is a set of propositions addressing recog
nized phenomena (occurrences in nature) and offering 
an explanation of them. A model simply depicts reality. 
The TPD is a theory because it posits specific processes 
and characteristics of humans that explain developmen
tal changes. OEs constitute part of the potential for 
change. Costa and McCrae (2010), two influential pro
ponents of the FFM, call FFM a model, “an account of 
the structure of individual differences in personality . . . 
an empirical taxonomy of traits open to many different 
theoretical interpretations” (p. 91). They distinguish it 
from Five Factor Theory (FFT). Vuyk et al. (2016a, 
2016b) usually call FFM a theory, but in two sentences 
they promote its value by claiming that it “has theore
tical support” in the Cybernetic Big Five Theory (2016b, 
p. 60). The TPD is a theory because it both describes and 
explains paths of personality development. This renders 
problematic the Vuyk et al. (2016a) claims that switch
ing to the FFM would provide “sounder explanation[s]” 
of gifted behaviors (p. 205), allowing us, for example, to 
“predict a developmental trajectory of openness for most 
individuals” (p. 205). It is an open question in person
ality theory whether traits can explain behaviors 
(Fajkowska & Kreitler, 2018). I address this next.

A fair literature review gives equal attention to 
the flaws and virtues of the TPD and of the FFM

Vuyk et al. (2016a, 2016b) dismiss the TPD without 
examining the empirical support for it, though, they 
cite a book with a chapter summarizing TPD research 
(Mendaglio, 2008). They promote the FFM without 
a single criticism of the model or mention of its limita
tions, though there are substantial criticisms of the FFM 
(e.g., Block, 1995; Boyle, 2008; Carlo et al., 2014; 
McAdams, 1992; De Raad & Mlačić, 2015; Uher, 2013). 
The FFM is based on factor analysis. There are criticisms 
of the capability of factor analysis to identify actual, 
intraindividual causal factors and not just to summarize 
relationships among variables (Borsboom, 2006; 
Borsboom et al., 2003). The factors in the FFM are traits. 
Trait theory is still grappling with questions that have 
been around for as long as there have been trait theories. 
Fajkowska and Kreitler (2018) in the introduction to 
a special issue of the Journal of Personality wrote, 

“there are important issues that have not been success
fully elucidated by trait theories, including satisfactory 
answers to six ‘burning questions’” (p. 9). Three of these 
questions are: Are traits stable or changeable? What is 
the relation between traits and behavior? What exactly 
can traits describe and explain? These are substantial 
questions that render problematic claims that the field 
of gifted education would benefit from a switch to 
the FFM.

Well-researched, leading theories are not 
necessarily true

A claim in both of the Vuyk et al. (2016a, 2016b) papers 
is that well-researched and “leading” theories are prefer
able to theories that are not well-researched or domi
nant. They referred to “well-researched psychological 
theories like the five-factor model of personality” 
(Vuyk et al., 2016a, p. 192), which is the “leading per
sonality model in psychology” (Vuyk et al., 2016b, p. 60) 
and contrasted this with the TPD, whose “empirical 
support is insufficient” (Vuyk et al., 2016b, p. 61). 
There are two problems with this view: it fails to address 
quality of research, and it is not consistent with how 
science works.

A theory that has a lot of supporting research is not 
necessarily true. Newton’s theory was true until Einstein 
came along. Einstein’s theory will probably not be the 
last word on the nature of time and space. Psychological 
science has been battered by the replicability crisis, and 
it’s unknown what will survive (e.g., Gelman & Geurts, 
2017; Schmidt & Oh, 2016; Shrout & Rodgers, 2018). It 
is an open question today if any theory in psychology 
can be said to be “well-supported,” or, better put, if 
current psychological research can withstand the chal
lenges to mainstream research that have come with the 
replicability crisis.

A recent study (Motyl et al., 2017) found that social 
and personality psychology researchers generally per
ceive that the quality of research in the field has 
increased over the past 10 years. The study did not 
attempt to quantify just how good or bad actual research 
in the field was and is. The title of the article, “The State 
of Social and Personality Science: Rotten to the Core, 
Not so Bad, Getting Better, or Getting Worse?” suggests 
the answer may not be encouraging. Claims that a theory 
is “well-researched” describes the state of a body of 
scholarly literature: Money and personnel are flowing 
into an area of study and publications, most with sig
nificant p-values, are flowing out. They do not mean 
a theory is true.

The claim that well-researched theories are preferable 
to less well-researched theories is not consistent with 
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how science works. In any field at any time there are 
more and less well-researched theories, as various ideas 
about the world and how it works are proposed, 
explored, and dropped. Even the FFM at one point had 
little or no evidence in its support. If it were generally 
accepted that well-researched theories are preferable to 
less well-researched theories, researchers would adopt 
the well-researched theory in their field and none would 
see the point of creating a new theory. But, every per
sonality theory from Hippocrates to Freud and onward 
in modern times has had its day, and the support of 
a theory has much to do with social factors unrelated to 
truth (e.g., what is “hot” and likely to get grant funding 
and what is taught in graduate schools).

Well-researched, leading theories are not 
necessarily useful

We certainly should not drop a theory because it is 
poorly researched or adopt one because it has a lot of 
research in its support. We choose a theory to guide 
practice and research, not only because of its research 
base, but also because it is useful and speaks to things 
that matter to us. The research base of a theory addresses 
only one of several functions of theory (Grant & 
Piechowski, 1999): representing and explaining some 
part of the world. This is the “scientific” aspect of theory 
that Vuyk et al. (2016a, 2016b) address. Theories also 
help us do things and may be vehicles for values and 
philosophies of life. To be useful or influential, a theory 
need not have empirical support. Freud’s psychoanalytic 
theory in psychology and string theory in physics have 
been highly influential in their respective fields despite 
lacking empirical support. We evaluate and choose 
a theory on the basis of more than its research support.

Subotnik et al. (2011) were vexed by the many defini
tions of giftedness and proposed a “comprehensive” 
definition of giftedness as the potential for future emi
nence. But the many different conceptions of giftedness 
we have reflect a variety of views on the responsibilities 
of public education and on the human characteristics 
and abilities and sorts of lives that are worth promoting. 
Most of the research they review serves their view that 
“eminence should be the goal of gifted education” (2011, 
p. 40). This view of gifted education is an ethical position 
that cannot be derived from psychological sciences or 
from surveys of values held by members of society. If 
one is not interested in developing eminence, the 
Subotnik et al. (2011) arguments and collection of find
ings lose much of their force. Borland (2012), for exam
ple, rejected their view of giftedness on the nonscientific 
grounds that the goal of education “is not to produce 
eminent adults but to make education appropriate for 

students of high-ability” (5th para). Similarly, if you 
want to help students develop their potential for perso
nal growth or for advanced development, the FFM or 
research that serves developing the potential for emi
nence is not of much use, but the TPD and Maslow are. 
If you want to study personality characteristics of gifted 
individuals, the FFM, the TPD, and many other theories 
and approaches are available.

When should gifted education or any field drop 
a theory?

Vuyk et al. (2016a, 2016b), in advocating that the field of 
gifted education adopt a particular theory, raises the 
general question of when the force of reason and evi
dence obligates a field to drop one theory and adopt 
a competing theory. Their study offers no basis for the 
field of gifted to adopt the FFM or even compelling 
reasons for those who use the OEQ-II independently 
to adopt openness to experience instead, but what 
should?

If there are theories so clearly true, so unlikely to be 
overturned by research or theoretical developments, so 
independent of fashion, funding priorities, values, and 
other social factors that it would be irrational not to 
adopt them, certainly, gifted education should embrace 
them. How do we identify these truths? What are com
pelling reasons for a field or an individual to drop 
a theory that has demonstrated practical merit, embo
dies treasured values, and is the fruit of thousands of 
hours of thinking and study? What reason and evidence 
should compel a field of scientists with integrity and love 
of truth to acknowledge that a theory is a dead end that 
future research and thinking cannot rescue? Just laying 
out the question in these forms shows that the reasons 
must be strong.

The theory must be nearly unassailable, as shown by 
multiple studies in its support and the absence of suc
cessful criticism. Competing views must be clearly 
flawed, as shown by multiple studies and successful 
criticism. In practice, these broad, abstract claims 
mean simply that a claim to drop a theory in favor of 
another should withstand challenges to the logic and 
evidence used to support the claim. And, even then, 
a field or individuals may still have reason to hang on 
to a theory because of these caveats: It’s difficult to 
account for the role of social forces in deciding what is 
true, and no one can predict the future.

Most of us see physics as the paradigmatic science. 
Physicists coldly, neutrally probe the nature of matter and 
reveal hard truths about reality. But, even here, group- 
think, careerism, and funding priorities play a role in 
identifying targets of research and determining what passes 
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for promising lines of research and truth (cf., Hossenfelder, 
2018a). If we could quantify groupthink in the hard 
sciences, imagine how the social sciences, which study 
people and are generally concerned with “improving” the 
quality of human lives, would rank? I ask this as an alert to 
the possibility that what we think is real and obviously true 
may be partly a projection of our values. Duarte et al. 
(2015), for example, argue that “an academic field can 
become a cohesive moral community, creating a shared 
reality . . . that subsequently blinds its members to morally 
or ideologically undesirable hypotheses and unanswered 
but important scientific questions” (p. 4) and that this has 
happened to the field of social/personality psychology.

Theories that appear to have been dealt fatal blows 
may be right after all (e.g., Noah et al., 2018). Theories 
that have fallen out of favor may make a comeback (e.g., 
Davenport, 2002; Hossenfelder, 2018b). Theories that 
were rejected when first proposed turned out to be 
revolutionary advances (e.g., Harvey, Semmelweis, 
Einstein). Theories that are wrong as complete accounts 
of the phenomena they address may still have value (e.g., 
Behaviorism has a life underpinning Applied Behavior 
Analysis). Theories may seem true for decades before 
better explanations are devised (e.g., phlogiston as an 
explanation for combustion). Science does not move in 
a straight line.

With these broad considerations in mind, there is no 
reason for the field of gifted education to adopt the FFM, 
the TPD, or any other single theory or model. Proponents 
of any theory used in the field of gifted education can 
continue their research and thinking with a conscience 
clear of fear that there is a true theory in their vicinity that 
they ought to adopt. Researchers should ask interesting 
questions, do good research, and create theories that 
foster practices they value. And, as the next section is 
titled, they should justify their ethical claims.

Writers in the field of gifted education should 
justify their ethical claims

If Vuyk et al. (2016a, 2016b) had interpreted their 
findings tentatively, presenting and discussing various 
explanations that later studies might explore, there 
would be no need for this paper. They would have 
titled their “Call It Like It Is” paper modestly and 
their study would have been a contribution to a body 
of research that might later support the bold claim of 
the paper. But the most significant error in the Vuyk 
et al. papers (2016a, 2016b) and in the field of gifted 
education in general doesn’t have to do with research 
claims. It has to do with a mistaken view on the 
relationship between theory and research on one 
hand and practice on the other.

Vuyk et al. (2016b) wrote that “practices in gifted 
education are often being based on philosophy or 
untested theories rather than being evidence-based” (p. 
59). But all practices in every field are based on philoso
phy, that is on ethics. Research can only tell us what the 
world is like, how it works, and how to alter it, from 
a point of view. It cannot tell us what we should do. It 
cannot tell us that gifted education should promote 
eminence or personal growth or provide appropriate 
special education to certain groups of students. These 
existential, ethical, and political questions cannot be 
answered by science. Yet, they are the most important 
questions in the field of gifted and in all applied fields.

As my discussion of the Subotnik et al. (2011) defi
nition of giftedness and of the role of social forces in 
science showed, I must qualify my claim about what 
research and theory can tell us: Research and theories 
cannot tell us what we should do, except as values are 
presupposed by a theory or line of research. Social 
science theories are not value-neutral depictions of 
the world. If this notion is not commonplace, it should 
be (cf. Longino, 1990). Social science theories contain 
moral values, images, sometimes clear, sometimes 
implicit, of what sort of lives are most worth living. 
Anderson (2006) argues that “all inquiry is directed 
toward answering a question. Where the question is 
value-laden—for example, when it asks about the 
impact of some practice on human well- 
being—successful inquiry will need to engage assump
tions concerning well-being” (p. 1). We see this clearly 
in the work of Subotnik et al. (2011), which Vuyk et al. 
(2016a, 2016b) reference approvingly. Their paper on 
rethinking giftedness by drawing on psychological 
science argues for more equitable, more effective 
means of generating “eminence” for the benefit of 
society. Even if every study they cited withstood multi
ple attempts at disconfirmation, their paper would still 
be arguing an ethical claim and their driving assump
tion could not be touched by any amount of psycholo
gical science. If you do not value promoting eminence 
or talent development, Subotnik et al. (2011), and Vuyk 
et al. (2016a, 2016b) will not be of use to you.

Research and theories are flawed. We may never 
know if OtE facets are really OEs. But, all researchers, 
theorists, and practitioners act. As moral agents we 
ought to be able to justify our actions. If you care 
about promoting talents or eminence or personal 
growth or some other goal of gifted education, then 
you should attempt to ethically justify the actions you 
advocate.

Most of the questions that matter in gifted education 
are ethical and political. Most of what the field of gifted 
education does is select students in order to expose them 
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to interventions intended to change their thinking, 
skills, attitudes, and behaviors in an institution they are 
compelled by law to attend. The general lack of aware
ness in the field that gifted education is a collection of 
moral programs and the absence of arguments in the 
field showing why selection criteria and interventions in 
a context of compulsory attendance are morally good or 
acceptable ought to be a source of concern for gifted 
education (Grant, 2009). I am not claiming that gifted 
education is unethical. I am making an observation that 
can be verified by reading the literature in gifted educa
tion: Few practitioners make ethical arguments for the 
practices they advocate. The same is true of the field of 
education in general, counseling and psychotherapy, 
and other applied academic fields.

Summary and conclusion

This paper demonstrated that Vuyk and her coauthors 
failed to support their claim that OEs and OtE facets are 
equivalent and so provide no empirical support for their 
proposal that the field of gifted education drop OEs in 
favor of openness to experience and align itself with the 
Five Factor Model and a talent development perspective 
on gifted education. I took the occasion of this absence 
of support to explore two broad questions: When does 
reason and evidence compel a field to recognize that 
a theory is so deeply flawed that a competing theory 
should be embraced? What is the place of theory and 
research in guiding practice?

Our current state of knowledge is that OEs are similar 
to, but not equivalent to, OtE facets. The Vuyk et al. 
(2016a, 2016b) claim to have shown that they are equiva
lent can be rejected on multiple grounds.

● A single study cannot be used to make definitive 
claims. This is particularly so when earlier, precur
sor studies (in this case studies looking at the rela
tionship between OEs and all five factors in the 
FFM) show sample variation.

● Given the Vuyk et al. (2016a) rejection of the valid
ity of the OEQ-II and the use of the OEQ-II inde
pendently of the TPD, their study lacks a rational 
basis. It is not rational to argue that an instrument 
has poor validity and is based on poor science and 
cannot be used independently of a particular theory 
and then use that instrument independently of the 
theory to show that what it is supposed to measure, 
but lacks evidence that it does actually measure, is 
equivalent to another construct.

● Vuyk et al. (2016a, 2016b) misstated their findings. 
Taken at face value, their findings did not show that 
“all five OEs can be entirely represented by a facet 

of openness” (2016a, p. 203) but instead, that one of 
the OEs, Psychomotor OE, has no relationship to 
an OtE facet and that two of the OtE facets, Action 
and Values, have no relationship to an OE.

● Vuyk et al. (2016a) used researcher degrees of free
dom to declare a fit between one of their models of 
the OtE facets-OE relationship, ignored the failure 
of the model that actually tested their hypothesis to 
fit their data, and misinterpreted the meaning of 
the one that did fit.

● Vuyk et al. (2016a) based their claim that OtE and 
OE correlations show that the constructs are 
equivalent on a single, misapplied reference 
(Goldberg, 1999), and the mistaken view that cor
relations alone can be used to show equivalence of 
measures.

Even if Vuyk et al. (2016a) had shown that OEs are 
OtE facets, it does not follow that the field of gifted 
education should embrace OtE and the FFM. The TPD 
is but one theory in gifted education. The FFM is but one 
model of personality and, as a model, describes, but 
cannot explain. The TPD can. Vuyk et al. (2016a) pro
mote the FFM uncritically, mentioning no literature 
critical of it or of trait theories (such as the FFM) in 
general. They implicitly equate the fact that there is 
much research on the FFM with the FFM being true. 
They show no awareness that a theory can be flawed and 
lack empirical support and still be useful.

I spent the bulk of the paper showing errors in the 
Vuyk et al. (2016a, 2016b) claims in the interest of 
forestalling false conclusions entering the gifted educa
tion literature. The larger questions are perhaps more 
important. It is not easy to show that a theory is a dead 
end or that one set of constructs should be replaced by 
another set. The obstacle to showing this is the necessity 
of extensive, high-quality research, the absence of cer
tainty about what the future might bring, and the diffi
culty in setting aside the influence of social forces on 
judgments of truth.

The lack of awareness in the Vuyk et al. (2016a, 
2016b) papers that gifted education practices are in 
the realm of ethics, not just of science, is common in 
gifted education and probably in most other applied 
fields. Researchers usually think that evidence alone 
can guide practice. Practitioners are guided by “best 
practices” and cultural norms. Both groups rarely 
step back and show how the practices they advocate, 
the interventions into the lives of children they con
duct and promote, can be ethically justified. Whether 
or not the construct Openness to Experience is 
a contemporary equivalent to the decades old con
struct of Overexcitabilities is a less important 
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question than how any gifted education intervention, 
based on any theory or model or construct, can be 
ethically justified.
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A rationale for including overexcitability in talent
research beyond the FFM-personality dimensions
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ABSTRACT
The aim of this study is to provide – first theoretically and,
subsequently, through an empirical analysis – a rationale for
including the concept of overexcitability in talent research,
beyond the five-factor model personality traits. Moreover, the
empirical part of this studymakes use of an innovative statistical
method to address the problem of a frequentist approach to
statistics in complex traitmodels which are based on personality
questionnaire data. This study offers insight into the differential
significance of overexcitability in relation to the established
personality traits, emphasizing Dabrowski’s dynamic approach
to personality and the key contribution of overexcitability in the
developmental process. Furthermore, implications for the field
of giftedness are discussed.
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Kazimierz Dabrowski (1902–1980), a Polish psychiatrist and founder of the
Theory of Positive Disintegration (TPD), emphasizes the importance of
investigating interrelationships between outstanding abilities, psycho-
neuroses, and personality in children and young people. Dabrowski further
stresses the lack of studies examining the correlation between these character-
istics, which he regards as qualities on the road to humanity (Dabrowski,
2015). The TPD represents a hierarchically structured and dynamic theory of
personality development, in which personality is defined as “[a] self-aware,
self-chosen, self-affirmed, and self-determined unity of essential individual
psychic qualities” (Dabrowski, 2015, p. 290) and is only attained at the final
level of the developmental process. Achieving the highest level of human
development – or enacting the personality ideal – depends on the develop-
mental potential of an individual, which is determined by the individual’s level
of innate heightened excitability (overexcitability) and the presence of special
abilities, talents, and autonomous inner forces that cultivate growth (dyna-
misms) (Dabrowski, 1964, 2015; Mendaglio, 2008; Tillier, 2018).
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Dabrowski’s theory of positive disintegration

According to the TPD, personality is usually achieved through a process of
disintegration in which awareness of a discrepancy between biological and
social actuality (determinism) on the one hand and supra-biological neces-
sity on the other hand (the latter refers to how life should be, i.e. absolutely
truthful, alter-centric, and according to the moral imperative) gives rise to
external but especially internal conflicts that may cause the disintegration
of the primitive mental organization (Dabrowski, 2015).

The TPD distinguishes five levels of development, which are not sequential,
age-related, or universal (Mendaglio, 2008). The first developmental level
(Primary Integration) refers to a cohesive mental structure that is dominated
by primitive instincts and is characterized by egocentrism, conformity, a low
level of (self-)consciousness, and a limited critical attitude. It is present in high
levels in the average person and, according to Dabrowski, it reflects a low level
of mental health. Individuals who are endowed with sufficient developmental
potential, or who are in favorable conditions (for example in the period of
maturation), are able to achieve disintegration and possibly advanced develop-
ment. In this process, dissolving dynamisms (more specifically, ambivalences
and ambitendencies at the second level [Unilevel Disintegration] and, subse-
quently, at the third level [Spontaneous Multilevel Disintegration] – when one
becomes aware of the existence of an authentic hierarchy of values – anxiety
about oneself, dissatisfaction with oneself, feelings of shame and guilt, and
feelings of inferiority toward oneself) cause intense negative emotions, and
weaken and ultimately destroy primary integration. Attaining the fourth level
of development (Organized Multilevel Disintegration) – which is characterized
by the conscious self-organization of the course of development – depends
largely on the presence of developmental dynamisms (e.g. self-awareness, sub-
ject-object attitude1, the Third Factor2, self-education, and autopsychotherapy),
which reduce the distress by moving toward an ideal and creating a newmental
structure. Higher-level emotions are experienced, thus leading to the conscious
creation of a hierarchy of values. Higher values are pursued, and a strong sense
of responsibility toward oneself and others is developed, along with a strong
sense of justice and empathy. Dissolving and developmental dynamisms ulti-
mately constitute an internal mental environment (Inner PsychicMilieu) that is
self-directed and free of conflict. In the fifth level of development (Secondary
Integration), personality is achieved. The individual experiences inner peace,
being driven by a personality ideal based on a personal hierarchy of values,
which is derived from universal, objective moral values. Autonomy, authenti-
city, and empathy are fully developed. Only a few people achieve the highest
level of human development (Dabrowski, 1964, 1970b, 2015; Mendaglio, 2008;
Tillier, 2018).
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The concept of overexcitability within the TPD
According to Dabrowski, the developmental potential of an individual depends
in part on the extent and nature of psychic intensity. Overexcitability refers to
an above average responsiveness to stimuli, due to heightened sensitivity of the
central nervous system, which generates a different, more intense, and more
multi-faceted experience of internal and external reality (Dabrowski, 1970c,
2015; Mendaglio, 2008; Tillier, 2018). Dabrowski distinguishes five forms of
increased psychic excitability – emotional, intellectual, imaginational, psycho-
motor, and sensual – whose most essential manifestations and characteristics
are listed in Table 1. Dabrowski considers the first three forms of overexcit-
ability essential to advanced personality development, with emotional over-
excitability constituting the key driver of alter-centrism (Dabrowski, 1970a,
2015). On the one hand, overexcitability or “nervousness” may lead to inner
and external conflicts and tension. On the other hand, it constitutes the
foundation of powerful perceptivity, which enables an individual to envision
a higher, universal reality (Dabrowski, 1970a). As such, overexcitability may
contribute to a higher awareness of what should be, as well as to contemplation
and the approximation of a higher, truthful reality.

Table 1. Essential characteristics of overexcitabilities.

Note. Adapted from Daniels and Piechowski (2009).
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The Overexcitability Questionnaire-Two (OEQ-II) (Falk, Lind, Miller,
Piechowski, & Silverman, 1999) is the most widely used self-reporting
instrument for measuring the degree and nature of overexcitability.

Implications for the field of giftedness
Numerous studies on intensity in gifted and non-gifted students have demon-
strated associations of giftedness with intellectual (Bouchet & Falk, 2001;
Carman, 2011; Harrison & Van Haneghan, 2011; Siu, 2010; Tieso, 2007; Van
DenBroeck,Hofmans, Cooremans, & Staels, 2014;Wirthwein, Becker, Loehr, &
Rost, 2011;Wirthwein &Rost, 2011), imaginational (Carman, 2011; Harrison&
Van Haneghan, 2011; Siu, 2010; Tieso, 2007), and emotional (Bouchet & Falk,
2001; Siu, 2010) overexcitability. Based on systematic research, Dabrowski also
reports a substantial degree of overexcitability, as well as psychoneurotic symp-
toms in groups of intellectually and artistically gifted young people, as compared
to a control group (Dabrowski, 2015). This is in line with the results of some
recent studies that demonstrate a significant positive relationship between high
intelligence and both mood and anxiety disorders (Gale et al., 2013; Harrison &
Van Haneghan, 2011; Karpinski, Kolb, Tetreault, & Borowski, 2018; MacCabe
et al., 2010). Unconventionally, Dabrowski defines psychoneuroses (e.g. depres-
sion and existential anxiety) as syndromes emerging from internal and external
conflicts arising from the awareness of the discrepancy between “what is” and
“what ought to be” (Dabrowski, 1970a, 1972). He regards psychoneuroses as
qualities in the process of personality development, however, if they occur at
a sufficiently high level, meaning that they are in conjunction with excellent
mental capabilities, overexcitabilities, and developmental dynamisms, including
self-consciousness, the Third Factor, creativity, self-education, and autopsy-
chotherapy (Dabrowski, 1970a, 1970c, 2015). In this condition, overexcitability
andpsychoneuroses enhance the possibility of innermental transformation and,
according to Dabrowski, they are a necessary element of an individual’s psychic
enrichment (Dabrowski, 1970a, 2015;Dabrowski& Joshi, 1972).Moreover, they
serve as a prophylactic against psychotic disorders (Dabrowski, 1970a). It is only
through the awareness of a different, higher, truthful reality (through intuition
[Dabrowski, 1970b] and creative search [1972]) and through cognizance, under-
standing, and acceptance of the tension that may result from its contrast with
actuality (through autopsychotherapy [Dabrowski, 2015]), that one can con-
sciously embrace the road to self-perfection, alter-centrism, and essence.
Psychoneuroses are non-existent at the level of Secondary Integration
(Dabrowski, 1970c; Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1969).

Implications for gifted education
With their inherent characteristics, therefore, gifted individuals appear to
have more potential to arrive at autonomous and strong personalities
(Dabrowski, 1970b, 2015; Tillier, 2002). Dabrowski nevertheless
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emphasizes the importance of guidance of the process of personality
development by an “adviser” who is personally characterized by a strong
personality, and who first evaluates both the developmental potential and
actual level of the individual (Dabrowski, 2015). According to Dabrowski,
the maturation period is well suited for this purpose, given the inherent
intensification of disintegrative symptoms and increased brain plasticity
during this period. The adviser should ideally raise awareness of the
existence of multilevel contradictions in an individual caused by, on the
one hand, the presence of instinctive motives aimed at self-preservation,
and on the other hand, the necessity of alter-centrism, deep identification,
and conscious empathy. The adviser strengthens positive developmental
traits and encourages self-insight, identification, empathy, moral responsi-
bility, and self-determinism based on high moral values (Dabrowski, 2015).
This process of authentic education (Rankel, 2008) is then gradually taken
over by a process of self-education, in which the individual becomes aware
of his/her own personality ideal and the necessity of approaching this ideal.
Through critical and objective self-examination and the conscious percep-
tion of the higher and lower within themselves, while simultaneously
becoming aware of a higher, true reality, individuals can develop
a personal hierarchy of values and aims. The personality ideal is activated
by means of the Third Factor, which acts as an active consciousness that
rejects the lower, instinctive dimension and affirms the higher, true one
(Dabrowski, 2015). Further progress in the process of self-education will
ultimately allow room for what might be called transformational educa-
tion, in which the individual takes on an exemplary and value-directing
leading role in society. According to Dabrowski, gifted individuals are
ideally suited to create normative patterns. In addition to having
a deeper awareness of a hierarchy of values, they possess a more uniform
interpretation of the highest level, which indicates the existence of
a universal hierarchy of values (Dabrowski, 1970b, 2015).

Relationships between overexcitabilities and personality traits

Despite Dabrowski’s call for empirical research on interrelationships between
overexcitability, personality, abilities and psychoneuroses, such studies are
virtually non-existent. Based on an assumed level of conceptual congruence
(Gallagher, 2013), three studies (which are discussed below) have investigated
associations between overexcitability and the five-factor model (FFM) per-
sonality traits. The FFM is a comprehensive taxonomy of personality traits,
consisting of five factors that represent the basic dimensions of personality
identified in analyses of standard personality measures (Costa & McCrae,
1992a; McCrae & Costa, 1987). In this context, personality refers to the
relatively stable style of thinking, feeling, and acting that is characteristic of
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an individual (Costa,McCrae, & Kay, 1995). Although the FFMhas developed
into a dominant paradigm in personality psychology (Costa &McCrae, 1995),
it is still an evolving scientific construct (Costa & McCrae, 1992a). The five
personality factors are defined according to a large set of specific traits or
facets (Costa & McCrae, 1992b). The neuroticism factor may be described as
the tendency to experience negative affects such as depression, anxiety, and
anger, and it also includes the disturbed thoughts and behaviors that accom-
pany emotional instability (McCrae & Costa, 1987, 1989). The extraversion
factor can be described as the predisposition to experience positive emotions
and to be active, sociable, and dominant, while the openness factor is char-
acterized by active imagination, esthetic sensitivity, attentiveness to inner
feelings, preference for variety, and intellectual curiosity (Costa & McCrae,
1992b; McCrae & Costa, 1989). The factor of conscientiousness is defined by
organization, perseverance, meticulousness, and need for performance,
whereas the agreeableness factor is characterized by sympathy, trust, coopera-
tion, and altruism (McCrae & Costa, 1989).

Limont, Dreszer-Drogorób, Bedyńska, Śliwińska, and Jastrzębska (2014)
investigated interrelationships between overexcitability and personality, as
measured by the 60-item NEO Five-Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI) (Costa &
McCrae, 1992b), applying maximum likelihood (ML) estimation in five
structural equation models with each of the personality traits as the sole
dependent variable. This study, which generated only partially good model
fit (despite the low complexity of the models), reveals only weak to moderate
relationships between the five forms of overexcitability and personality traits.
Vuyk, Krieshok, and Kerr (2016) investigated associations between the six
openness facets (i.e. fantasy, esthetics, feelings, actions, ideas, and values) – as
measured by the 240-item NEO Personality Inventory-3 (NEO-PI-3)
(McCrae, Costa, & Martin, 2005) – and overexcitability, applying robust ML
exploratory structural equationmodeling (ESEM). In their joint-factor model,
six factors (which correspond to hypothesized relationships between fantasy
and imaginational overexcitability, esthetics and sensual overexcitability, feel-
ings and emotional overexcitability, actions and psychomotor overexcitability,
ideas and intellectual overexcitability, and to an unrelated facet of values) were
measured by each of the 50 overexcitability indicators and 45 openness
indicators (three items were removed from the model in order to achieve
convergence). The ESEM model demonstrated weak model fit, as measured
by the chi-square statistic (p < 0.00001) and comparative fit index
(CFI = .790), and a more or less recovered hypothesized factor loading
pattern, with substantial target loadings and many significant cross-
loadings. Despite the poor model fit, the authors conclude that “openness
facets and OEs [i.e. overexcitabilities] appear to represent the same construct”
(Vuyk et al., 2016, p. 205). They further claim that there is no justification for
the existence of overexcitability as a separate research construct, given the
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strong research support for the FFM. Finally, a study by Botella et al. (2015,
p. 217) provides evidence of only a few, predominantly weak to moderate
positive (Pearson) correlations between overexcitabilities and personality
traits, from which the authors deduce that “OE [i.e. overexcitability] and the
Big Five model are two different views of personality, and their combination
might enhance the understanding of the development of personality.”

Empirical study

The first aim of this study is to investigate interrelationships between
overexcitability, as measured by the OEQ-II, and the personality traits of
neuroticism, openness, and conscientiousness, as gauged by the NEO-FFI,
applying Bayesian structural equation modeling (BSEM) with informative,
small-variance priors (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2012). All of the existing
three studies on interrelationships between overexcitabilities and person-
ality traits adopted a frequentist approach to statistics. None of the above-
mentioned studies that made use of ML estimation in their structural
equation model generated good model fit, as measured by the chi-square
statistic. A Bayesian approach to statistics might have been more appro-
priate, given the complexity of trait models which rely on personality
questionnaire data. Results of validation studies indicate that most person-
ality instruments exhibit slight cross-loadings and measure several supple-
mentary minor factors in addition to the postulated personality factors. On
the one hand, freeing all cross-loadings and residual covariances leads to
a non-identified model (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2012); on the other hand,
modifying the model using modification indices in a frequentist analysis
may capitalize on chance (MacCallum, Roznowski, & Necowitz, 1992),
with a large risk of model misspecification (Muthén & Asparouhov,
2013b). We hypothesize that the BSEM model will generate a good fit to
the data, as it is capable of taking into account the existence of trivial cross-
loadings and many minor correlated residuals among the factor indicators.
The BSEM technique allows for the simultaneous inclusion in the model of
all, approximate zero cross-loadings and residual covariances based on
zero-mean, small-variance prior distributions3, therefore overriding the
problem of non-identification. More specifically, cross-loadings and resi-
dual covariances will not be fixed at exactly zero (as in ML CFA), but will
be able to deviate slightly from zero, using strong informative priors with
zero-mean and small variance. This will enhance the model with the
a priori research-driven information that ML CFA models are too strict
and do not meet the reality of the existence of small cross-loadings and
minor correlated residuals in most psychological instruments. Using
a small-variance prior, which reflects strong prior knowledge (i.e. accord-
ing to substantive theory, cross-loadings and residual covariances must be
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approximately zero), the data will tend to contribute less information to
the construction of the posterior distribution (Muthén & Asparouhov,
2012). In light of the results of the studies by Botella et al. (2015),
Limont et al. (2014), and Vuyk et al. (2016), we hypothesize weak to
moderate associations between the five forms of overexcitability and the
personality traits of neuroticism, openness, and conscientiousness, with the
most substantial relationship concerning openness.

As posited in the theoretical analysis, the TPD does not regard intelligence as
negligible. The awareness of a discrepancy between a lower and higher reality, as
well as the perceptionof a transcendental objectivity (through intuition) requires
higher mental capabilities (Dabrowski, 2015). Intelligence may also be an active
driver of the third factor, thereby giving rise to conscious, highly value-based
auto-determinism. The developmental process, however, is directed by higher-
level emotions. Nonetheless, intelligence and higher-level emotions cooperate
closely at high levels of psychic functioning (Dabrowski, 1970b, 1970c). When
combined with a high level of overexcitability and strong developmental dyna-
misms, intelligence may thus function as a catalyst if used in the service of the
developmental process. Therefore, we additionally hypothesize a moderation
effect of intellectual ability on the influence of overexcitability on personality.

Furthermore, Dabrowski (2015) states that “[n]one of the forms of hyper-
excitability [. . .] develops in isolation. As a rule these are mixed forms with
predominance of this or that form. They are disintegrating factors and, in
conjugation with mental hyperexcitability [i.e. intellectual overexcitability],
permit preparation for higher forms of disintegration and secondary inte-
gration” (p. 75). “Positive developmental potential” is comprised of all of the
five overexcitabilities, although emotional, intellectual and imaginational
overexcitability aid the transformation of the lower forms of overexcitability,
i.e. psychomotor and sensual overexcitability (Mendaglio, 2012). Therefore,
and in reference to the study by Vuyk et al. (2016), we further hypothesize
a substantial relationship between positive developmental potential – which
represents in our study the interaction between the five overexcitabilities –
and the personality trait of openness.

The second aim of this study is to investigate the possible presence of
distinct factors within the variable of emotional overexcitability, applying
ESEM with ML estimation. A hierarchical organization of human develop-
ment is the hallmark of the TPD and, according to Dabrowski, each form of
overexcitability has a different expression, depending on the level of person-
ality development (Dabrowski, 1970c; Tillier, 2018). Although the OEQ-II
does not define the five overexcitability factors according to a set of hier-
archically structured facets, a multiple-level perspective can clearly be dis-
tinguished with regard to emotional overexcitability. For example, the item “I
am deeply concerned about others” is situated on a higher, more humane and
abstract level in the process of personal development in comparison with the
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item “I can feel a mixture of different emotions all at once.” Therefore, we
hypothesize that a two-factor exploratory structure will fit the data better
than a one-factor structure. A two-factor structure that reflects the multi-
dimensional and multi-stage process of disintegration would diverge from
the FFM model, which does not include distinct levels of personality growth.

Method

Participants

The OEQ-II and NEO-FFI were added to a large-scale study con-
ducted in Flanders (i.e. the Dutch-speaking part of Belgium) that
investigated the influence of learning patterns on both academic
performance and the successful transition from secondary to higher
education. In all, 516 students (318 women: 61.6%; 198 men: 38.4%)
completed the three measures discussed below. The respondents
(M = 19.54 years; SD = 0.67) were in the second consecutive year
of a program of higher education (69% had completed general sec-
ondary education before entering higher education, while 26% had
followed technical secondary education, 4% had followed vocational
secondary education, and 1% had followed secondary education in the
arts). Almost all of the participants (99%) spoke at least Dutch in the
home, while a minority (20%) also used Arabic, Berber, Chinese,
German, English, French, Italian, Spanish, or Turkish as their at-
home language. Many of these individuals could be considered
talented, given their prior education and continued participation in
higher education. The study was executed in accordance with the
guidelines of the Ethics Committee for the Social Sciences and
Humanities of the University of Antwerp with written informed con-
sent from all subjects.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for Females and Males and Cronbach’s Alphas.
Females Males

Variable α Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis

Intellectual overexcitability .800 3.450 0.581 −0.035 0.102 3.540 0.538 0.161 −0.128
Imaginational overexcitability .838 2.809 0.779 0.220 −0.195 2.708 0.663 0.148 −0.245
Emotional overexcitability .820 3.737 0.571 −0.245 −0.153 3.162 0.617 −0.097 0.148
Sensual overexcitability .863 3.295 0.736 −0.147 −0.175 3.112 0.691 0.041 0.054
Psychomotor overexcitability .861 3.233 0.714 0.105 −0.217 3.380 0.700 −0.253 −0.094
Neuroticism .840 3.026 0.616 −0.050 −0.191 2.588 0.616 0.120 −0.405
Openness to experience .709 3.263 0.520 0.211 −0.138 3.145 0.517 0.524 0.020
Conscientiousness .744 3.587 0.484 −0.124 −0.471 3.500 0.440 −0.053 −0.337
Intellectual ability .828 31.310 4.157 −0.501 0.198 31.200 4.172 −0.656 0.378
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Measures

Overexcitabilities
The OEQ-II consists of 50 items (equally representing the five forms of
overexcitability) that are scored along a five-point Likert scale with
response options ranging from “Not at all like me” to “Very much like
me.” The OEQ-II demonstrates good factorial validity (De Bondt & Van
Petegem, 2015; Van Den Broeck et al., 2014) and approximate scalar
measurement invariance across gender (De Bondt & Van Petegem,
2015). In this study, as represented in Table 2, the Cronbach’s alphas all
exceed 0.80, thus indicating good reliability, as well as correspondence to
the results of previous studies.

Because of significant relationships between gender and overexcitabil-
ity – in other words, a higher score for females on emotional and sensual
overexcitability and a lower score on psychomotor overexcitability relative
to males (Bouchet & Falk, 2001; De Bondt & Van Petegem, 2015; Van Den
Broeck et al., 2014) – statistical analyses will be performed for the different
gender groups separately.

Personality traits
An abbreviated Dutch version of the NEO-FFI, which operationalizes the
FFM, was used to measure three major dimensions of personality: neuroti-
cism, openness, and conscientiousness (Hoekstra, Ormel, & De Fruyt,
1996). Each of these three traits is measured by a scale consisting of twelve
items that are scored along a five-point Likert scale with response options
ranging from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree.” In the present data
set, all Cronbach’s alphas for the NEO-FFI factors were higher than 0.70
indicating an acceptable level of internal consistency.

Intellectual ability
Intellectual ability was measured by the Prüfsystem für Schul- und
Bildungsberatung Test 3 (PSB-3) (Horn, 1969). The PSB-3 is a non-verbal
intelligence test with a 5-minute time limit, which measures reasoning capa-
city and is composed of 40 items, each consisting of 8 symbols from which
one should select the incorrect figure. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha
reliability coefficient exceeds 0.80, thus indicating good internal consistency.

Analyses

Using the Mplus software program (Version 7.4; Muthén and Muthén
(1998-2017)), a multiple-indicators, multiple-causes (MIMIC) model
(Jöreskog & Goldberger, 1975) was utilized, in which latent variables (in
this case, personality traits) are predicted by observed variables (in this
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case, the dispositional traits of overexcitabilities that actively drive person-
ality according to the TPD). Before performing a Bayesian analysis of the
MIMIC model, as represented in Figure 1, a frequentist analysis was
carried out for comparison purposes. Using ML estimation, a CFA
model with covariates was tested with the five overexcitability indicators,
positive developmental potential (which represents the interaction between
the five forms of overexcitability and which is obtained by multiplying
them), and intellectual ability as observed independent variables, with all of
the personality trait indicators as observed dependent variables, and with
neuroticism, openness, and conscientiousness as latent dependent vari-
ables. All personality trait factors were regressed on all of the covariates
in the MIMIC model.

Subsequently, a Bayesian analysis of theMIMICmodel was performed with
zero-mean and small-variance priors for cross-loadings and residual covar-
iances in the measurement model. Target loadings with non-informative
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Figure 1. Multiple indicators, multiple causes model for females and males.
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for both female and male Bayesian models with zero-mean, small-variance priors for cross-loadings and residual
covariances in the measurement model. The dashed lines represent non-trivial relationships with regard to the
female group, while the dotted lines correspond to substantive associations exclusively regarding the male
group. Lines marked by the letter “N” represent negative effects.
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priors – i.e. normally distributed priors with a mean of zero and a large
variance – and cross-loadings with strong informative priors – i.e. normally
distributed priors with a mean of zero and a variance of 0.01, yielding 95%
small cross-loading bounds of ±0.20 (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2012) – were
utilized in this model. An inverse-Wishart prior distribution IW(0, df) with
df = 42 was applied for the correlated residuals, corresponding to prior zero-
means and variances of 0.0111 (SD = 0.1054). In this BSEM analysis, every
tenth iteration was used – in order to reduce autocorrelation between succes-
sive posterior draws –with a total of 100,000 iterations and oneMcMC4 chain
to describe the posterior distribution. With regard to all these specifications
we have adhered to the recommendations ofMuthén and Asparouhov (2012).
Standardized variables were analyzed.

Finally, in order to investigate the possible presence of distinct factors
within the variable of emotional overexcitability, an exploratory factor
analysis for two factors was performed – using ML ESEM with oblique
Geomin rotation – and compared to a one-factor structure. In the ESEM
models, the two correlated factors were measured by each of the 10 factor
indicators and the residuals were not correlated.

Model fit assessment
The following fit measures were used to evaluate the fit of the ML
CFA and ESEM models: the chi-square statistic, comparative fit index
(CFI; Bentler, 1990), and root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA; Steiger, 1990). A non-significant chi-square value, CFI
values close to 1 (Hu & Bentler, 1995), and a value of the RMSEA
of 0.05 or less (Browne & Cudeck, 1989) indicate a close fit of the
model.

For the BSEM models, fit assessment was carried out using Posterior
Predictive Checking in which – as implemented in Mplus – the likelihood-
ratio chi-square statistic for the observed data is compared to the chi-square
based on synthetic data obtained by means of draws of parameter values from
the posterior distribution (Asparouhov&Muthén, 2010;Muthén andMuthén
1998-2017). The simulated data should approximately match the observed
data if the model fits the data. The Posterior Predictive p-value (PPp) mea-
sures the proportion of the chi-square values of the replicated data that
exceeds that of the observed data. A low PPp (< 0.05) indicates poor model
fit. On the contrary, a PPp of 0.50, as well as a 95% confidence interval (CI) for
the difference in the chi-square statistic for the observed and simulated data
that contains zero positioned close to the middle of the interval, are both
indicative of excellent model fit (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2012).
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Results

Descriptive statistics

Descriptive summary statistics for the overexcitability indicators, personality
traits, and intellectual ability are reported per gender group in Table 2. The
overexcitability mean outcomes are consistent with all other studies using the
OEQ-II, in which the two highest scores have been for emotional, intellectual,
or psychomotor overexcitability (Falk & Miller, 2009). Also of note are the
relatively high mean scores for the scale measuring conscientiousness, which
could be expected, given the higher intellectual profile of the respondents.

ML MIMIC

Table 3 shows the chi-square statistic, CFI, and RMSEA for the evaluation
of the frequentist MIMIC models. Significant chi-square statistics, RMSEA
values of more than 0.05, and CFI values of less than 0.90 all indicate that
both female and male models fit the data poorly.

BSEM MIMIC

Subsequently, a Bayesian analysis of the MIMIC model was performed.
The 95% CIs for the difference between the observed and the replicated
chi-square values cover zero and the PPps are 0.141 and 0.581 for the
female and male group, respectively, both indicating good model fit.
However, the covariate of intellectual ability is only weakly negatively
indicative of neuroticism for males (β = −0.240, p < 0.01). Moreover, it
has no significant (significant in the sense that the 95% Bayesian credibility
interval5 does not cover zero) interactive effect on the influence of each of
the overexcitabilities on the three personality dimensions in the male
group. Likewise, the covariate of positive developmental potential has no
significant effect on any of the personality traits. Consequently, both
variables were dropped from the Bayesian MIMIC model. In Bayesian

Table 3. ML and Bayesian MIMIC Model Testing Results for Females (n = 318) and Males
(n = 198).
Model χ2 df p-value RMSEA CFI PP p 95% CI

Females
ML-MIMIC
BSEM-MIMIC

1732.395 822 < 0.0001 0.059 0.688
0.108 −42.581–189.744

Males
ML-MIMIC
BSEM-MIMIC

1364.909 822 < 0.0001 0.058 0.645
0.165 −62.605–181.482

Note. ML = maximum likelihood; MIMIC = multiple-indicators, multiple-causes; df = degrees of freedom; RMSEA
= root mean square error of approximation; CFI = comparative fit index; PP p = posterior predictive
probability; CI = confidence interval; BSEM = Bayesian structural equation modeling.
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analysis, the deviance information criterion (DIC) can be used for the
purpose of comparing different models, where the model with the lowest
DIC value is preferably selected (Spiegelhalter, Best, Carlin, & van der
Linde, 2002). The DIC values generated by the full model and the more
parsimonious model were 36,439.131 and 34,056.584 for the female group,
and 20,672.984 and 19,758.881 for the male group, respectively. Thus, the
more parsimonious models produced the smallest DIC values. As pre-
sented in Table 3, omitting the variables of intellectual ability and positive
developmental potential from the Bayesian MIMIC model yields satisfac-
tory fit for both the female (PPp = 0.108, Δ observed and replicated χ2 95%
CI [−42.581, 189.744]) and male groups (PPp = 0.165, Δ observed and

Figure 2. Bayesian posterior predictive checking distribution plot (a) and scatterplot (b) for the
Bayesian MIMIC model for males. In the posterior predictive checking distribution plot, the
chi-square statistic for the observed data is marked by the vertical line, which corresponds to
a zero value on the x-axis. The matching scatterplot allows determining the PPp as the
proportion of points above the 45 degree line.
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replicated χ2 95% CI [−62.605, 181.482]). Figure 2(a) presents the distribu-
tion of the difference between the observed and the replicated chi-square
values for the male group. The matching scatterplot (see Figure 2(b)), with
the majority of the points plotted along the 45 degree line, indicates
satisfactory model fit for the observed data.

Good McMC convergence was established for the two models. The PSR
values smoothly decreased over the iterations, reaching a value close to 1
for the last few tens of thousands of iterations. Thus, the results of both

Table 4. Bayesian MIMIC Model Estimation Results for the Measurement
Parameters for Females (n = 318) and Males (n = 198).

Females Males

N O C N O C

Factor loadings
y1 0.487* −0.002 0.056 0.833* −0.058 0.054
y2 0.582* −0.007 0.021 0.352* 0.024 0.035
y3 0.522* −0.003 −0.014 0.606* 0.049 0.009
y4 0.576* 0.020 0.001 0.541* 0.056 −0.016
y5 0.683* −0.015 0.053 0.702* 0.016 0.014
y6 0.643* 0.000 −0.018 0.550* 0.015 0.022
y7 0.618* 0.011 0.046 0.659* 0.001 −0.101
y8 0.464* 0.014 −0.014 0.178 −0.003 −0.068
y9 0.506* −0.013 −0.038 0.444* −0.042 −0.030
y10 0.588* −0.003 −0.013 0.592* 0.030 0.039
y11 0.431* −0.006 −0.093 0.294* −0.109 −0.009
y12 0.524* 0.008 −0.038 0.254 0.021 −0.022
y13 0.061 0.302* −0.204* −0.046 0.834* −0.049
y14 0.002 0.031 −0.048 −0.066 0.009 −0.141
y15 0.006 0.734* −0.007 −0.013 0.642* 0.064
y16 −0.023 0.417* 0.064 −0.023 0.321* 0.023
y17 0.012 0.675* 0.015 0.027 0.632* −0.025
y18 0.017 0.446* 0.006 0.030 0.045 0.022
y19 0.041 0.306* 0.013 0.140 0.288* 0.112
y20 −0.006 −0.136 −0.028 −0.078 0.206 −0.051
y21 0.000 0.719* −0.034 0.054 0.677* −0.018
y22 −0.026 0.424* 0.033 −0.020 0.332* 0.005
y23 −0.062 0.503* 0.036 −0.078 0.546* 0.011
y24 0.001 0.557* 0.007 0.024 0.565* 0.034
y25 0.033 −0.015 0.645* 0.099 −0.009 0.827*
y26 −0.019 0.019 0.479* −0.141 0.016 0.385*
y27 0.034 −0.009 0.559* −0.007 −0.030 0.440*
y28 0.021 −0.007 0.419* 0.082 0.012 0.406*
y29 −0.005 0.011 0.414* −0.134 0.080 0.584*
y30 −0.019 −0.022 0.502* 0.058 −0.066 0.555*
y31 0.035 0.009 0.405* 0.128 −0.035 0.488*
y32 0.015 0.004 0.513* 0.017 0.017 −0.081
y33 −0.006 0.007 0.518* −0.025 −0.108 −0.023
y34 −0.031 0.022 0.281* −0.084 −0.009 0.256
y35 −0.065 −0.004 0.702* −0.170* −0.131 0.600*
y36 0.037 0.003 0.098 0.096 0.085 0.404*

Factor correlations
N 1.000 1.000
O 0.050 1.000 0.147 1.000
C −0.306* 0.029 1.000 −0.017 −0.061 1.000

Note. MIMIC = multiple-indicators, multiple-causes; N = neuroticism; O = openness;
C = conscientiousness. The standardized coefficients in bold represent factor loadings
that are the largest for each factor indicator.

* Significance at the 5% level in the sense that the 95% Bayesian credibility
interval does not cover zero.
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BSEM models can be reliably interpreted. With the exception of only
a small number of non-significant major factor loadings, the hypothesized
factor loading pattern is fully recovered with substantial target loadings
and only one non-trivial cross-loading (in both gender groups), as dis-
played in Table 4 (in Mplus, the reported estimates are the medians of
their posterior distributions). 68 (i.e. 11%) minor residual covariances were
found to be significant at the 5% level, for both groups. Excluding these
residual correlations may lead to the poor fit of the frequentist models
(Cole, Ciesla, & Steiger, 2007).

Table 5 presents the estimation results for the substantive structural
parameters for both gender groups (see also Figure 1). As hypothesized,
intellectual overexcitability is indicative of openness for both females
(β = 0.301, p < 0.001) and males (β = 0.275, p < 0.01). Moreover, it is
a supplementary indicator of conscientiousness but only for the female
group (β = 0.184, p < 0.01). As expected, sensual overexcitability is
indicative of openness (β = 0.454, p < 0.001 for females, and β = 0.245,
p < 0.01 for males). Psychomotor overexcitability is negatively related to
neuroticism (β = −0.174, p < 0.01) and openness (β = −0.175, p < 0.001)
but only for the female group. Furthermore, emotional overexcitability is
an indicator of neuroticism (β = 0.318, p < 0.001 for females, and
β = 0.327, p < 0.001 for males), while imaginational overexcitability is
indicative of neuroticism (β = 0.271, p < 0.001) and negatively indicative of
conscientiousness (β = −0.472, p < 0.001), but only for females.

We can conclude that intellectual, psychomotor (negative parameter),
and sensual overexcitability account for 45.1% of the variance in openness

Table 5. Bayesian MIMIC Model Estimation Results for the Significant Structural Parameters for
Females (n = 318) and Males (n = 198).

95% Credibility Interval

Parameter Estimate Posterior SD One-tailed p Lower 2.5% Upper 2.5%

Females
Neuroticism regressed on
imaginational overexcitability 0.271 0.071 < 0.001 0.129 0.407
emotional overexcitability 0.318 0.063 < 0.001 0.192 0.438
psychomotor overexcitability −0.174 0.058 < 0.01 −0.285 −0.057

Openness regressed on
intellectual overexcitability 0.301 0.056 < 0.001 0.189 0.409
psychomotor overexcitability −0.175 0.049 < 0.001 −0.270 −0.080
sensual overexcitability 0.454 0.055 < 0.001 0.343 0.557

Conscientiousness regressed on
intellectual overexcitability 0.184 0.072 < 0.01 0.042 0.323
imaginational overexcitability −0.472 0.067 < 0.001 −0.594 −0.334

Males
Neuroticism regressed on
emotional overexcitability 0.327 0.083 < 0.001 0.158 0.484

Openness regressed on
intellectual overexcitability 0.275 0.085 < 0.01 0.104 0.433
sensual overexcitability 0.245 0.092 < 0.01 0.059 0.419

Note. MIMIC = multiple-indicators, multiple-causes.
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for the female group. For the male group, 25.6% of the variance in open-
ness can be explained by intellectual and sensual overexcitability.
Emotional, psychomotor (negative parameter), and imaginational over-
excitability (the latter two only with respect to females) account for
19.9% and 15.0% of the variance within the trait of neuroticism for females
and males, respectively. In addition, intellectual and imaginational over-
excitability (negative parameter) account for 21.2% of the variance within
conscientiousness for the female group.

ML ESEM

As expected, a two-factor exploratory structure [χ2 (df = 26, N = 318) = 56.614,
p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.061 (low = 0.039, high = 0.083), and CFI = 0.955 for the
female group, and χ2 (df = 26, N = 198) = 55.549, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.076
(low = 0.048, high = 0.103), and CFI = 0.930 for the male group] fits the data
better than a one-factor structure [χ2 (df = 35, N = 318) = 160.760, p < 0.0001,
RMSEA = 0.106 (low = 0.090, high = 0.123), and CFI = 0.815 for females, and
χ2 (df = 35, N = 198) = 131.047, p < 0.0001, RMSEA = 0.118 (low = 0.097,
high = 0.140), and CFI = 0.772 for males].

Similar results were obtained for both gender groups. As presented in
Table 6, two factors can clearly be distinguished: the first (F1) and second
factor (F2) may represent the catalyst role that emotional overexcitability
may play at a respectively higher and lower level in the course of person-
ality development. For example, the items “I am deeply concerned about
others,” “It makes me sad to see a lonely person in a group,” and “I feel
other people’s feelings” all load significantly on F1. Thus, the first factor

Table 6. Maximum Likelihood ESEM Model Estimation Results for Females
(n = 318) and Males (n = 198).

Females Males

F1 F2 F1 F2

Factor loadings
y6 0.556* 0.144 0.428* 0.096
y9 0.032 0.406* 0.196* 0.431*
y11 0.721* −0.159 0.406* 0.143
y17 0.039 0.318* −0.006 0.414*
y26 −0.184 0.837* −0.010 0.808*
y31 0.790* 0.008 1.118* −0.003
y35 0.030 0.654* 0.081 0.550*
y41 0.160 0.532* 0.113 0.368*
y44 0.383* 0.209 0.083 0.057
y49 0.217 0.270* 0.380* 0.247*
Factor correlations
F1 1.000 1.000
F2 0.574* 1.000 0.421* 1.000

Note. ESEM = exploratory structural equation modeling; F1 = factor 1; F2 = factor 2. The
standardized coefficients in bold represent factor loadings that are the largest for each factor
indicator.

* p < 0.05.
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may be indicative of the emergence of empathy in the phase of Organized
Multilevel Disintegration. In contrast, all of the items that load signifi-
cantly on F2 (e.g. “I can feel a mixture of different emotions all at once,” “I
have strong feelings of joy, anger, excitement, and despair,” and “I worry
a lot”) may reflect the mixed feelings or ambivalences that emerge in the
phase of Unilevel Disintegration.

Discussion

The main objective of this study was to investigate interrelationships
between overexcitability and neuroticism, openness, and conscientious-
ness, applying BSEM. BSEM is an innovative and flexible approach to
statistics, allowing the application of zero-mean, small-variance priors for
cross-loadings and residual covariances, which leads to better model fit and
less overestimation of factor correlations compared to ML CFA (which
postulates exact parameter constraints and is usually too strict) (Fong &
Ho, 2014; Muthén, 2013; Muthén & Asparouhov, 2013a).The analysis
yielded positive results regarding the fit of the models, in contrast to
the ML MIMIC models which could not generate a satisfactory model
fit, due to the existence of many minor cross-loadings and residual covar-
iances in the measurement model.

The results of both BSEM MIMIC models indicate that overexcitability
is weakly related to the three personality traits examined with one excep-
tion (i.e. a moderate association with openness for females, as inferred
from the explained variance). None of the above-mentioned studies that
investigated associations between overexcitabilities and the FFM-
personality traits took possible gender differences into account. Despite
similarities in substantive structural parameter estimates for females and
males (i.e. non-trivial associations between intellectual and sensual over-
excitabilities and openness, and between emotional overexcitability and
neuroticism), this study also reveals clear differences in both gender groups
regarding significant parameter values and explained variance.

Furthermore, based on the similarities and differences identified between
overexcitability and personality traits, we cannot deduce any conceptual
equivalence of or interchangeability between overexcitability and openness,
despite the moderate relationship for females. Moreover, the interaction term
“positive developmental potential” had no substantive effect on any of the
personality traits. The results of this study do not support the assertion of the
Vuyk et al. (2016) study, but rather concur with the findings of Botella et al.
(2015) and Limont et al. (2014). This does not preclude a potential under-
standing of the overexcitability scores within the framework of a widely
accepted personality taxonomy. However, classifying overexcitabilities within
the five-factor taxonomy must take into account the variety of distinctive
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facets from which all five broad personality dimensions are comprised, in
order to interpret overexcitability from a pattern of convergent and discrimi-
nant relationships. After all, most of the overexcitability scales have loadings
on more than one personality factor, and clear correspondences in content
between overexcitability and various discrete facets (e.g. the anxiety, depres-
sion, and self-consciousness facets of neuroticism, all facets – excluding
actions – of openness, the altruism and tender-mindedness facets of agree-
ableness, and in some sense the dutifulness facet of conscientiousness) may be
assumed. However, divergences may also be expected, which derive from
different conceptual origins and a different approach to personality. As stated
byMcCrae and Costa (1989, p. 23), “The five-factor model is not based on any
single theory of personality, but has been shown to encompass scales that
operationalize a number of theoretical perspectives.” Furthermore, “[t]he five-
factor model is purely descriptive, it does not explain the origins of personality
nor the mechanisms that account for individual differences” (McCrae &
Costa, 1989, p. 34). In contrast, Dabrowski’s personality theory assumes
a hierarchical organization of personal development, and personality is only
achieved at the level of Secondary Integration. Few reach this highest level of
human development (Dabrowski, 2015; Mendaglio, 2008; Tillier, 2018).

The results of the ML ESEM models clearly reveal this multiple-phase
perspective. Just as F2 may reflect a dissolving dynamism in the transi-
tional phase between primary integration and disintegration, F1 may
mirror a developmental dynamism, which reduces distress by moving
toward a personality ideal. Neither human growth, entelechy, positive
mental health nor a multidimensional perspective on personality develop-
ment are tapped by the NEO-FFI scales or FFM. Moreover, as inferred
from Table 5, the openness scale of the NEO-FFI seems to primarily reflect
the “Intellect” factor (Goldberg, 1990), with an emphasis on intellectual
curiosity and esthetic sensitivity – not to be confused with intelligence, as
indicated by the results of the BSEM models and in accordance with
previous research (Costa & McCrae, 1992a). In the same way, the core
dimension of the neuroticism factor in the FFM is negative emotionality,
and thus mainly corresponds with lower levels of development according
to Dabrowski’s theory. In contrast to emotional overexcitability, the per-
sonality trait of neuroticism does not include higher level constructs such
as syntony, identification, and empathy. In this context, McCrae and Costa
(1987, p. 87) state that “[v]irtually all theorists would concur in the
centrality of negative affect to neuroticism; the question is whether other
features also define it.” Moreover, they add that “[v]iewing Neuroticism
solely as negative affectivity may prevent a recognition of its broader
motivational and interpersonal aspects” (Costa & McCrae, 1988, p. 264).

Although multidimensionality can clearly be deduced from the results of
the ESEM models regarding emotional overexcitability, a multi-stage
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perspective is much less clear with respect to the other forms of over-
excitability. According to Dabrowski, however, each form of overexcitabil-
ity has a different expression, depending on the level of personality
development (Dabrowski, 1970c; Tillier, 2018). It would therefore be
interesting to consider a hierarchically structured questionnaire that goes
beyond the five-factor static taxonomic model of personality and can be
used in future research on dynamic developmental processes of personality
in accordance with the TPD. Organizing the OEQ-II according to a set of
hierarchically structured facets may offer better insight into the implicit
theoretical basis and differential significance of overexcitability in relation
to the established personality traits. It may also elucidate relationships
between higher levels of personality development and some positioning
in the FFM while also enabling an explanation of the dynamic operation of
traits and facilitating further empirical investigation of the TPD.

In any case, overexcitability is a major concept. In addition to revealing that
emotional, intellectual, and imaginational overexcitability are important indi-
cators of personality development (Falk & Miller, 2009; Lysy & Piechowski,
1983; Miller, Silverman, & Falk, 1994), empirical studies have indicated that
intellectual overexcitability, as measured by the OEQ-II, is particularly
strongly interrelated with the deep learning approach (De Bondt & Van
Petegem, 2017). This close relationship could not be demonstrated when
using the FFM-personality traits (Chamorro-Premuzic & Furnham, 2009).

Furthermore, the introduction refers to an important association
between overexcitability, as measured by the OEQ-II, and giftedness, as
well as to the greater potential of gifted individuals to arrive at autono-
mous and authentic personalities. With their intensity, sensitivity, heigh-
tened reflectivity, and consciousness, along with their state of being
different and their awareness thereof, combined with their innate urge to
strive for authenticity, gifted individuals experience the discrepancy
between what is and what ought to be more intensely. This makes them
potentially more vulnerable to inner conflicts and tension. Because of the
same attributes, along with their creativity and penchant for self-
determinism, however, gifted individuals have a greater capacity than
anyone else to find the path to absolute meaningfulness and even ulti-
mately to inspire others, and help them grow along the road to humanity.
This is the greatest and most valuable human contribution and, by their
very nature, gifted individuals appear to be the very best in this respect.

With regard to the development of a strong personality, however, Dabrowski
emphasizes the importance of authentic education, which encourages indivi-
duals to transcend mediocrity and to develop their own personal hierarchies of
values and aims, which they are then taught to realize (Rankel, 2008).

With regard to the limitations of this study, we have to note that although
the BSEM approach to factorial validation better represents substantive
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theory, it is an innovative method that requires further research. In parti-
cular, the susceptibility of the PPp to specific model features, the number of
variables, variable distributions, and model misspecification needs to be
investigated in more detail (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2012). Nevertheless,
the Bayesian approach to statistics has many advantages over the frequentist
approach. Bayesian analysis makes it possible to incorporate prior knowl-
edge into parameter estimation, and is well suited for testing complex, non-
linear models with non-normal distributions, regardless of sample size
(Kruschke, Aguinis, & Joo, 2012). Even in the case of very limited prior
knowledge (non-informative prior) with little influence on the posterior
distribution, the Bayesian credibility interval nevertheless allows direct
probability statements about the parameter values given the data.

A second limitation of this study is the use of a brief version of the
Revised NEO Personality Inventory (NEO-PI-R) (Costa & McCrae, 1992b)
to determine only three personality traits. The NEO-FFI lacks the rich
detail of the 240-item NEO-PI-R, which assesses 30 facets that define the
five factors. Furthermore, a more complete grasp of latent constructs such
as personality and overexcitability would require additional in-depth
research on their neurobiological foundations.

To conclude, the results of this study provide clear evidence of similarities
and differences for the OEQ-II scales when interrelated with the NEO-FFI
scales. However, it should be noted that the interrelationships are not suffi-
ciently strong to suggest that broader based personality instruments may
serve as a substitute when a more comprehensive insight into human person-
ality, its developmental course, and evolutionary significance is required.

Notes

1. Subject-object in oneself refers to the process of looking at oneself critically and
from a distance (the self as object) and approaching the other as subject, with
empathy and compassion (Dabrowski, 2015).

2. The Third Factor can be considered a conscious self-determinism in which the
individual is directed by an inner voice and personal values that reflect a high moral
level. The First and Second Factors refer to the constitutional endowment and social
environment, respectively (Dabrowski, 2015).

3. Drawing on Bayes theorem, the formula for the posterior distribution P(θ|z) of the
unknown parameter θ given the observed data z can be expressed as:

P θjzð Þ ¼ P θ; zð Þ
P zð Þ ¼ P zjθð ÞP θð Þ

P zð Þ
where P(θ) stands for the prior distribution of the parameter, reflecting substantive
theory or the researcher’s prior beliefs, and P(z|θ) is referred to as the distribution of
the data given the parameter, which represents the likelihood (Kaplan & Depaoli,
2012; Kruschke et al., 2012; Levy, 2011; Zyphur & Oswald, 2015). Omitting the
marginal distribution of the data P(z) in the formula, reveals the proportionality of
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the unnormalized posterior distribution to the product of the likelihood and the
prior distribution (Kaplan & Depaoli, 2012; Levy, 2011). The uncertainty regarding
the population parameter value, as indicated by the variance of its prior probability
distribution, is influenced by the observed sampling data, yielding a revised estimate
of the parameter, as reflected in its posterior probability distribution (Kaplan &
Depaoli, 2012).

4. Bayesian estimation makes use of Markov chain Monte Carlo (McMC) algorithms
to iteratively draw random samples from the posterior distribution of the model
parameters (Muthén and Muthén 1998-2017). The software program Mplus uses
the Gibbs algorithm (Geman & Geman, 1984) to execute McMC sampling.
McMC convergence of posterior parameters, which indicates that a sufficient
number of samples has been drawn from the posterior distribution to accurately
estimate the posterior parameter values, is evaluated via the potential scale
reduction (PSR) convergence criterion (Gelman et al., 2014; Gelman & Rubin,
1992). When a single McMC chain is used, the PSR compares variation within
and between the third and fourth quarters of the iterations. A PSR value of 1.000
represents perfect convergence (Kaplan & Depaoli, 2012; Muthén and Muthén
1998-2017).

5. The Bayesian credibility interval, based on the percentiles of the posterior distribu-
tion, allows direct probability statements about the parameter, in contrast to the
confidence interval in frequentist theory, which is contingent on the hypothesis of
extensive repeated sampling from the population (Bolstad, 2007; Kaplan & Depaoli,
2012; Zyphur & Oswald, 2015). If the posterior probability interval of a particular
parameter does not contain zero, the null (condition) can be rejected as implausible,
and as a consequence, the parameter is considered significant (which is indicated by
a one-tailed Bayesian p-value below 0.05).
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