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C H A P T E R  4
Reexamining Overexcitability:  

A Framework for Understanding 
Intense Experience

Michael M. Piechowski and Christiane Wells

Very bright children enter school with high hopes only to have those hopes 
dashed by the crushing reality of rigid requirements and tedious pace of learning. 
Schools are not designed to serve those who are eager to learn and whose relentless 
questioning and uncommon interests strain the patience of teachers and peers. A 
bright 16-year-old expressed what typically happens:

I’m a very misunderstood person. I know that I am blessed by 
God with many talents that others don’t have and I’m thankful, 
but people think I’m bigheaded and a show off when all I’m 
doing is trying to have fun.

People think my life is easy because I’m talented, but I have 
a lot of problems of my own just because of these talents. I often 
even get cut down for something good that I do. This is very 
hard to cope with.

I’m not a very confident person, though people think that 
I am. I don’t think I’m very good looking, talented or smart but 
others say I am, so I just kind of go along with them. I’m afraid 
of losing in sports and in relationships. (Piechowski, 2014, p. 
212)
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A number of difficulties are apparent that are the direct result of the gap 
between this boy and his peers. Speaking in full sentences and giving articulate 
answers were interpreted by others as showing off, and his painful sense of isola-
tion was mistaken for confidence. He could, of course, as many gifted students do, 
hide his abilities, and even deliberately lower his grades. However, if he did that, 
he would not be true to himself, creating internal conflict and further distress. 

Another gifted student, who stood up for her values and was bullied through-
out middle and high school, had this to say:

You can’t escape who you are. You can deny it, even run from 
it, but can never, never escape it. Most people were ashamed of 
the bad parts of themselves. I was ashamed of my good qualities. 
Maybe being strong would serve me well when I grew up, but it 
was destroying my life right now. Why couldn’t I be like other 
teenagers? Other kids didn’t fret over the things that worried me. 
(Blanco, 2003, p. 106)

Gifted and creative children experience and act differently from their peers, 
but this difference is often misunderstood. Excitement and high energy are often 
viewed as hyperactivity, persistence as nagging or disrespect, questioning as under-
mining authority, imagination as not paying attention, strong emotions as imma-
turity, creativity and spontaneity as distractibility, and self-directedness as oppo-
sitionality. Gifted children may be described as hard to manage, badly behaved, 
or just plain odd—despite, or perhaps because of, their intelligence. Today, gifted 
students of different ethnicities and lower social strata are often not recognized as 
gifted (Peterson, 1997, 2009, 2018). Such students do not always “make nice”; 
instead, they may appear defiant when they feel they are not respected.

A Different Quality of Experiencing

Giftedness represents a higher level of energy. Gifted children tend to be more 
active than their peers. Their physical, intellectual, or emotional energy tends to 
be high unless, by lack of acceptance, it has been dampened into depression.

We believe many gifted children also engage with the world more vividly and 
more intensely. They experience life at a high pitch but also with greater sensitiv-
ity to nuance. Thoughts and sensations race and tumble over each other, often 
on many tracks simultaneously. Memories, desires, and a rich tapestry of feeling 
produce a multidimensional perception of the world, other persons, and one’s 



65
Theoret




ical


 Fo
u

ndat



ions


/C

oncept



ions


 of

 G
iftedness




Reexamining Overexcitability

own life and its many possibilities. It is like having a dish antenna that captures 
tens of thousands of channels instead of a few dozen.

The concept of heightened excitability, or overexcitability, was used by 
Kazimierz Dabrowski, a Polish psychiatrist and psychologist who was inter-
ested in the psychological makeup of intellectually and artistically gifted youth 
(Dabrowski, 1964, 1967). These young people came to him with a crisis of values, 
existential despair, doubts about their vocation, stage anxiety, depression, and 
other intensely felt emotional difficulties. To mental health professionals, such cri-
ses look pathological. However, to Dabrowski, the emotional forces that brought 
on this suffering and misery also pushed for emotional growth and resolution. 
To explain this phenomenon, he developed a theory called the theory of positive 
disintegration—because the new is in the process of replacing the old that no 
longer works. The theory includes the concept of overexcitabilities as part of a 
talented individual’s developmental potential. (Sometimes, mistakenly, it is called 
a “theory of overexcitabilities.”) In brief, these characteristics, together with con-
scious effort toward becoming a better human being, are the necessary factors for 
advanced emotional growth (for an outline of the theory see Ackerman, 2009; 
Daniels & Piechowski, 2009; Mendaglio, 2008).

The term overexcitability is firmly established in research literature (De Bondt 
et al., 2019; Falk & Miller, 2009). It means to be very alive, perceptive, persis-
tent, energetic, and intense—or quiet but feeling deeply and having vivid mental 
or aural pictures. Some people call this level of experiencing “intensity,” but the 
picture is more complex and far from fully explored (Piechowski, 2014). Keep in 
mind that heightened sensitivity is also involved. Overexcitabilities come as origi-
nal equipment (OE), something a child is born with. Highly excitable people can 
be, and often are, annoying and bothersome to less excitable people.

The nervous system responds to what goes on in the external environment 
and to what goes on inside—the internal environment. Each person differs from 
one another in the ways they become stimulated. The excitement may be mod-
erate or strong, acute or sustained. Excitability is a property of the nervous sys-
tem and the brain. How the brain processes experience varies from individual to 
individual.

Intense acting and reacting may appear excessive and out of proportion to the 
situation, yet these are often essential components of talent. Without passion no 
talent can be strong (Piirto, 2004). Intensity creates a distinctly different quality 
of experience—not just more than the “normal” average, but distinctly more alive 
and alert. A highly sensitive child also responds to fine nuances of emotion, as well 
as to errors and gaps in knowledge, qualities of imagination, and refined sensory 
experience. This needs to be distinguished from the more negative connotation of 
sensitivity of people who are easily offended or upset.
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The research has shown that not all gifted individuals experience Dabrowski’s 
overexcitabilities, but those who do are often misunderstood and sometimes mis-
labeled. Since the first edition of this book, more information has come to light 
about the history of overexcitability, and there has also been increased knowledge 
and understanding about twice-exceptional children—those who are gifted and 
also diagnosed with a second exceptionality (see Chapter 16 by Carpenter, this 
volume). In this chapter, we will encourage an understanding of the overexcit-
abilities as a neurological difference that creates challenges, and we will also pres-
ent updated research as part of the discussion. 

Five Areas of Intensity (Overexcitability)

Individual intensities have many possible expressions, as shown in Table 4.1 
(Piechowski, 1979, 2014).

Psychomotor

High energy level finds expression in rapid talk, gesticulation, intense athletic 
activity, hard physical work, and a tendency to be highly competitive or driven. 
One student described his high energy level as always present: “It would be easier 
to tell you when I don’t feel the most energy” (Piechowski, 2014, p. 49). Another 
wrote, “Often I get bursts of energy that make me twitch or jump as if suddenly 
shocked with a high dosage of electricity” (Piechowski, 2014, p. 46). He named 
exactly what this is—nerve cells conducting stimulation as pulses of electricity.

Psychomotor overexcitability also includes hyperactivity, as well as the expres-
sion of emotional tension through a psychomotor outlet. Examples include pac-
ing and gesticulating, but also outbursts of anger and explosiveness.

Sensual

Heightened responsiveness to sensory stimuli makes sensory experience rich, 
alive, and refined, with a person taking delight in beautiful objects, textures, 
tastes, aromas, or sounds. As one adolescent said,

I seem to notice more smells than a lot of other people. I love 
dark, musty smells and earthy smells, herbs and things like that. 
I love the smell of clean air in spring and tree blossoms and 
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Reexamining Overexcitability

Table 4.1
Forms and Expressions of Overexcitability

Psychomotor

•	 Surplus of Energy: rapid speech, marked excitation, intense 
physical activity (e.g., fast games and sports), pressure for action 
(e.g., organizing), marked competitiveness

•	 Psychomotor Expression of Emotional Tension: compulsive talk-
ing and chattering, impulsive actions, nervous habits (e.g., tics, 
nail biting), workaholism, acting out

Sensual

•	 Enhanced Sensory and Aesthetic Pleasure: seeing, smelling, 
tasting, touching, hearing, and sex; delight in beautiful objects, 
sounds of words, music, form, color, balance

•	 Sensual Expression of Emotional Tension: overeating, sexual 
outlets, buying sprees, desire for the limelight

Intellectual

•	 Intensified Activity of the Mind: curiosity, concentration, capacity 
for sustained intellectual effort, avid reading; keen observation, 
detailed visual recall, detailed planning; passion for precision

•	 Passion for Probing Questions and Problem Solving: search 
for truth and understanding; forming new concepts; tenacity in 
problem solving; passion for precision

•	 Reflective Thought: thinking about thinking, love of theory and 
analysis, preoccupation with logic, moral thinking, introspection 
(but without self-judgment), conceptual and intuitive integration; 
independence of thought (sometimes very critical)

Imaginational

•	 Free Play of the Imagination: frequent use of image and meta-
phor, facility for invention and fantasy, facility for detailed visu-
alization, poetic and dramatic perception, animistic and magical 
thinking

•	 Capacity for Living in a World of Fantasy: predilection for magic 
and fairy tales, creation of private worlds, imaginary compan-
ions, dramatization

•	 Spontaneous Imagery as an Expression of Emotional Tension: 
animistic imagery, mixing truth and fiction, elaborate dreams, 
illusions

•	 Low Tolerance of Boredom: need for novelty and variety

Emotional

•	 Feelings and Emotions Intensified: extremes of emotion and of 
positive and negative feelings, complex emotions, identification 
with others’ feelings, awareness of a whole range of feelings

•	 Strong Somatic Expressions: tense stomach, sinking heart, 
blushing, flushing, pounding heart, sweaty palms

•	 Strong Affective Expressions: inhibition (timidity, shyness); 
enthusiasm, euphoria, pride; strong affective memory; feelings 
of unreality, fears and anxieties, feelings of shame and guilt, 
concern with death, depressive and suicidal moods
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things and the smell of clean bodies, especially hair. (Piechowski, 
2014, p. 57)

Sensual and emotional overexcitability often combine together, making the 
experience richer and more meaningful. Like the psychomotor form, sensual 
overexcitability can also include the expression of emotional tension through sen-
sual outlets, such as seeking comfort in food.

Intellectual

A gifted mind is easily stimulated by questions, theories, the quest for truth, 
and a craving for knowledge, discovery, and new problems to solve. For example,

I read stories deeper, read into questions, find catchy puns or 
mistakes of words in people’s writings, et cetera. If something 
has no meaning I try to give it some. If it means something I 
wonder why. When given a topic to write about, for example, I 
usually have a completely different approach to the same topic 
than does the rest of the class. (Piechowski, 2014, p. 66)

One of the consequences of intellectual intensity may be an interest in uncom-
mon domains and involvement in games that require accumulation of consider-
able knowledge and highly complex rules. To their classmates, “nerds” and “geeks” 
may appear odd and incomprehensible (Anderegg, 2007). Intellectual is the only 
type that Dabrowski saw as not requiring treatment, or accommodations, but he 
was concerned about the likelihood of one-sided development.

Emotional, 
continued

•	 Capacity for Strong Attachments, Deep Relationships: strong 
emotional ties and attachments to persons, living things, places; 
attachments to animals; difficulty adjusting to new environ-
ments; compassion, responsiveness to others, sensitivity in 
relationships; loneliness

•	 Well-Differentiated Feelings Toward Self: inner dialogue and 
self-judgment

Note. Information gathered from Piechowski, 1979, 2014.

Table 4.1, continued
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Reexamining Overexcitability

Imaginational

Imagination enables creative inspiration, invention, and discovery of new 
possibilities, as well as the ability to see the humorous side of events. Daydreaming 
may be idle or creative; deep absorption in private imagery may be trancelike. 
Boredom is anathema, and the need for novelty is absolute. As one student noted, 
“Once in a while I try to hypnotize my plants. And I even tried to put a rock in 
a trance, but I think that day I was desperate for something to do” (Piechowski, 
2014, p. 101). Vividness of imagery, unusual metaphors, and rich dreams are typ-
ical of writers and other creators. A surprising number of children have imaginary 
friends, often unknown to the adults around them (Piechowski, 2014; Taylor, 
1999). Humor may also be a defense mechanism, especially for class clowns, as 
a way of coping with their giftedness or a difficult life at home (Jacoby, 1988).

Imaginational overexcitability can also look like inattention. Some students 
are so engrossed in daydreaming and their inner worlds that it has a negative 
impact on their ability to pay attention in the classroom. In some cases, the world 
in their imagination becomes more important than concrete reality for the indi-
vidual, and it is important to help the child establish a balance between these 
realities.

Emotional

The heightened intensity of emotional life produces a wide range of feel-
ings experienced very deeply—compassion, responsibility, self-examination and 
self-judgment, fears and anxieties, and deep attachments to people, objects, and 
places. A strong sense of fairness compels a child to act—often in defense of 
another not being treated fairly—by standing up to a teacher. Emotional intensity 
becomes evident early and tends to remain for life:

Sometimes after talking to someone, being alone watching the 
animals at sunrise, I feel as if I should conquer the world, do 
anything and everything. I feel like I am a bird who can soar 
with . . . just me, the wind, and the sun. (Piechowski, 2014, p. 
156)

On the downside, there may be depression: “Depression, especially self- 
induced depression, causes me to think deeply and search deeply into myself, 
it may also cause me to react violently or forcibly to a situation or problem” 
(Piechowski, 2014, p. 160).
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Response to Stress

Because they have less control over their lives, children and adolescents are 
often subject to more stress than adults, not less. As mentioned previously, emo-
tional tension may be funneled into a psychomotor channel through actions that 
allow for its discharge. Examples include compulsive talking and chattering, act-
ing on impulse, displaying nervous habits (kicking one’s feet, drumming fingers, 
pacing, biting pencils and fingernails), working compulsively, or acting destruc-
tively. Emotional discomfort, such as feeling sad or upset, may be shunted into 
the sensual sphere as a source of comfort. Examples include eating rich foods, 
drinking alcohol, stroking furs or another person, or inhaling perfumes. To a 
child with a rich imagination, anxiety can paint horrors and catastrophic scenar-
ios. To an intensely intellectual child, anxiety or conflict can also lead to endless 
rumination and internal argument. Harrison and Van Haneghan (2011) explored 
the relationship between overexcitabilities and insomnia, fear of the unknown, 
and death anxiety in gifted middle and high school students. They found that 
gifted students had higher levels of insomnia, fear of the unknown, and overexcit-
abilities compared with typical students.

Self-Recognition

When gifted children are asked which expressions of overexcitability apply 
to them, they readily give examples of corresponding behaviors and feelings. 
Strickland (2001) developed an instructional unit for gifted middle and high 
school students to aid the exploration, understanding, and acceptance of these 
often unsettling traits. Instruments for measuring these characteristics have been 
developed over the years, spurring research studies including other countries, such 
as Venezuela, Turkey, Taiwan, Mexico, Spain, and Korea, that found strikingly 
similar profiles. Thus, the five characteristics of intensity (overexcitability) in the 
gifted have cross-cultural validity (for a review, see Falk & Miller, 2009). 

The items in Table 4.1 are a tool for counseling gifted students, individually 
or in groups. When students produce their own examples for the items that apply 
to them, this focuses their attention on their experience and acknowledges and 
affirms them as persons. Similarly, one can use the questions of the Overexcitability 
Questionnaire (OEQ) one at a time (see Figure 4.1). When responses are written 
out, the student has the benefit of creating a record of the experience that they 
can consult at a later time. Rivero (2010) described how teens can recognize, work 
with, and enjoy their overexcitabilities.
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Reexamining Overexcitability

Intensities and sensitivities need to be accepted as the child’s natural way of 
experiencing the world. Daniels and Meckstroth (2009) and Kurcinka (2015) 
offered strategies to help children and parents cope with intensities and sensitivi-
ties in an understanding and accepting way. 

Figure 4.1 Overexcitability Questionnaire

1.	 Describe how you feel when you are extremely joyous, ecstatic, or 
incredibly happy.

2.	 What has been your experience of the most intense pleasure?
3.	 How vivid are your dreams, daydreams, and fantasies? Describe.
4.	 What kinds of things get your mind going?
5.	 Describe what you do when you feel full of energy.
6.	 What attracts you in people you like, and what in those you become 

close to?
7.	 How do you act when you get excited?
8.	 How well do you visualize events, people, and things—real or imaginary? 

Give examples.
9.	 What do you like to concentrate on the most?

10.	 What physical activity (or, inactivity) gives you the most satisfaction?
11.	 What pleasures do you derive from looking at things?
12.	 What pleasures do you get from different tastes?
13.	 What delights you in different smells?
14.	 What pleasures do you experience from touching?
15.	 What pleasures do you experience from different sounds?
16.	 Do you sometimes catch yourself seeing, hearing, or imagining things 

that aren’t really there? Give examples.
17.	 How do you think about your own thinking? Describe.
18.	 What gives you the strongest urge to do something? Please, elaborate.
19.	 Does it sometimes appear to you that things around you have a life of 

their own, and that animals, plants, and all things in nature have their own 
feelings? Give examples.

20.	 When you are faced with a difficult idea or a concept, what do you do in 
order for it to become clear?

21.	 What do you do when you feel poetic? Describe.
22.	 How often do you carry on arguments in your head? What sorts of things 

are they about?
23.	 When you ask yourself, “Who am I?” what is the answer?
24.	 When you were young, did you have an imaginary playmate? One, or 

several? Please, describe.

Note. From “Mellow Out,” They Say. If I Only Could: Intensities and Sensitivities of the 
Young and Bright (2nd ed., p. 363), by M. M. Piechowski, 2014, Royal Fireworks Press. 
Copyright 2014 by M. M. Piechowski. Reprinted with permission of the author.
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Overexcitability and Neurodiversity

Although Dabrowski’s theory places the overexcitabilities within a theory that 
serves as an alternative framework to pathologizing intense experience, there is 
some overlap with modern psychiatric diagnoses. Dabrowski’s (1938/2019) early 
work described conditions that were not named until after his death in 1980. Two 
examples include Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD), which both include symptoms that overlap with cer-
tain types of overexcitabilities. When the overexcitabilities were first introduced 
to the field of gifted education in 1979, these conditions had not yet been estab-
lished in their current forms. We would like to discourage counselors from the 
dichotomous thinking that characteristics are indicative of either overexcitability 
or a disorder. It makes much more sense to think of these characteristics and 
symptoms as coexisting on a continuum of variation based in the nervous system. 
Neurodiversity is a way of viewing these developmental conditions as “naturally 
occurring cognitive variations with distinctive strengths” (Silberman, 2016, p. 
16). Examples of how exceptional ability and brain differences coexist can be 
found in Gail Saltz’s (2017) book The Power of Different.

Before his theory was fully developed, Dabrowski (1938/2019) wrote about 
the overexcitabilities as characteristics of nervousness, which he differentiated first 
into four types and later into five. His 1938 paper, “Types of Increased Psychic 
Excitability,” is now available in English, and it includes detailed descriptions 
of these characteristics. In Dabrowski’s early work, at times he was describing 
what would be considered symptoms of ADHD in modern times (Mika, 2006). 
His description of psychomotor overexcitability could easily be taken for the 
hyperactivity-impulsivity dimension of ADHD:

Real difficulties begin with the transition to systematic learning. 
The largest number 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 
excessive mobility of attention. After class, and sometimes dur-
ing class, they initiate fights, and most often take part in them 
and in other psychomotor excesses. Among boys, excelling in 
being independent, inclined toward rebellion in school, we are 
most often dealing with those with psychomotor overexcitabil-
ity. (p. 7)
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Reexamining Overexcitability

Our discussion of the overexcitabilities in this chapter has been tailored to 
gifted students, but we feel it is important to point out that not all students who 
experience heightened responsiveness to stimuli will be identified as intellectually 
gifted. Also, Gallagher (2013) concluded that a minority of intellectually gifted 
students form a cluster who do not demonstrate overexcitability, preference for 
intuition, and openness to experience. This minority illustrates the heterogeneous 
nature of giftedness. The overexcitabilities look different based on their combina-
tion and strength, and there is overlap between certain types and diagnosable 
conditions, such as ADHD. In contrast with the OEQ, the Overexcitability 
Questionnaire-II (OEQ-II) is a self-report instrument consisting of 50 items 
(the five types of overexcitability are equally represented), scored using a 5-point 
Likert scale. Research on overexcitability using the OEQ-II and instruments that 
measure the hyperactivity-impulsivity and inattentive dimensions of ADHD has 
shown that there is a strong relationship between psychomotor, imaginational, 
and sensual overexcitabilities and ADHD (Rinn & Reynolds, 2012).

There are no accommodations for an Individualized Education Program 
(IEP) or Section 504 available in schools for overexcitability, but educators can 
better understand how to find the positive aspects of ADHD, ASD, and other 
developmental conditions based on Dabrowski’s ideas and his theory. The overex-
citabilities can still be accommodated informally by parents and professionals. A 
diagnosis can be a useful tool, but the overexcitabilities offer a way of understand-
ing the lived experience of intensity without the pathologizing lens of a deficit 
model. 

As a child psychiatrist, Dabrowski acknowledged that sometimes the over-
excitabilities require clinical interventions, and he wrote that the psychomotor 
type may require pharmacological treatment. This position was made clear only 
in his Polish works. We want to emphasize in this chapter that Dabrowski was a 
proponent of mental hygiene, and he believed that parents, educators, and clini-
cians could work together to provide a healthy and appropriate environment for 
children that would foster a positive developmental path. 

Asynchronous Development 
and Overexcitability

In Dabrowski’s (1938/2019) earliest writing he described the uneven devel-
opment of highly gifted children. The overexcitabilities in his theory were dif-
ferentiated into types and also into levels, with increasing complexity at higher 
levels. Silverman (2013) described the complexity inherent in the asynchronous 
development of the gifted and how it impacts their lives. The overexcitabilities are 
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a part of the definition of giftedness as characterized by asynchronous develop-
ment. Asynchrony may exist not only in regard to peers but also within the child. 

Asynchronous development is highly individual, and it is easy to forget that 
a child who is highly advanced compared with their age peers intellectually may 
struggle with a deeply asynchronous inner experience in which they feel alone 
and misunderstood. Working with children to uncover the sources of their chal-
lenging behaviors is not easy, but it creates an atmosphere in which students are 
granted agency in the process and their autonomy is nurtured. 

Dabrowski saw the overexcitabilities as causing a disruption in adaptation to 
the environment, and each type has its own challenges in the classroom as well as 
in other settings. This difficulty in adaptation creates both internal and external 
conflict for a child. Another issue related to overexcitability is a low tolerance for 
frustration. The types of overexcitabilities possessed by a child dictate the ways 
that these reactions will appear—whether they are related to an excess of energy, 
seeking comfort in food or affection, emotional outbursts, a deep imaginational 
process, or asking questions. Rarely do these types appear in isolation, and this is 
especially true in a child who is intellectually or creatively gifted. 

One of the foundations of Dabrowski’s theory is his construct of multilevel-
ness, which is more than viewing different levels of personality development. He 
was aware that there is enormous complexity in human life and that the overexcit-
abilities contribute to experiencing life in a deeper and more complex way than 
experienced by those without them. Individuals who experience the overexcitabil-
ities perceive the world differently, and this contributes to their feeling of being 
out of sync with the world around them. Twice-exceptional students who both are 
gifted and have a disability are the most asynchronous, and these children often 
require a great deal of help to learn to live with their differences (see Chapter 17 
by Silverman, this volume, which covers asynchrony).

Accommodating Intensities 
(Overexcitabilities)

Psychomotor Intensity

In a Denver preschool, children endowed with high levels of energy, instead 
of being forced to sit still in their seats and become progressively restless, were 
allowed to move around and use their hands. Having an outlet for their excess 
energy, they were able to focus well and learn (Tucker & Hafenstein, 1997).
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Reexamining Overexcitability

Sensory Sensitivity

In some children, emotional and sensory sensitivity are so high that noise, 
overpowering smells or tastes, or very bright lights can be extremely upsetting. If 
it is not possible to take the child out of the offending environment or to remove 
the distressing stimulus, buffers such as dark glasses or earmuffs can be helpful to 
lower the level of stimulation (Probst, 2008). 

At the other extreme is sensory seeking, in which a child craves stimula-
tion through the senses. This is the classic sensual overexcitability described by 
Dabrowski and includes children who require regular hugs, chew on their clothes 
or other objects, or enjoy strong odors and search them out. Providing a safe out-
let for sensory needs, sometimes called a sensory diet, is critical for helping these 
children focus and transform this energy successfully. 

Intellectual Intensity

Many gifted children have a hard time stopping their endless thoughts in 
order to go to sleep. Techniques for slowing down and quieting their mind (e.g., 
visualization, counting, relaxation exercises) may be helpful. Some gifted children 
use a form of meditation that leads them to a peaceful and joyful state (Piechowski, 
2001, 2014). Even young children can benefit from 5-minute meditations that 
can be progressively extended to 20 minutes (Murdock, 1978).

Imaginational Intensity

A child with a vivid imagination may be upset by images seen on television, 
scary movies, stories in the news, or sensational gossip. To help children distance 
and distract themselves from these frightening images, the disturbing image can 
be replaced with a more positive picture, or the “bad images” can be put into a 
strong file cabinet and locked away.

Children with strong imaginational intensity must be helped in learning how 
to take control of their visualizations. They sometimes torment themselves using 
their visual imagery and even create alternate worlds where they suffer (Wells, 
2017). There are exercises available to help guide children in using their imagina-
tions in a safe and healthy way. An example is the psychosynthesis exercises dis-
cussed in Piechowski’s (2014) book “Mellow Out,” They Say. If I Only Could (2nd 
ed.), which includes a description of how to use this method.
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Emotional Sensitivity and Intensity

For children who are easily overwhelmed, crowded and noisy places, new 
situations, or long, drawn-out events can lead to emotional overload. These kinds 
of situations are best handled with advance preparation. Proactive interventions, 
such as explaining the nature of the occasion, the people involved, and the general 
flow of the event, can remove the uncertainty that is often a source of anxiety and 
stress. Physical interventions, such as holding the hand of an understanding adult, 
soaking in a warm bath, or having one’s back rubbed, are also effective ways of 
soothing to restore emotional equilibrium.

Accommodating the overexcitabilities is not synonymous with making excuses 
for a child’s behavior. Greene’s (2014) Collaborative & Proactive Solutions (CPS) 
model is useful for working with this population because it is grounded in empa-
thy and honoring the child’s autonomy. Although gifted children often astonish 
adults with their intellectual abilities, it is important to remember that they are 
still developing. One of the benefits of applying Greene’s CPS model to gifted 
children who struggle with emotional intensity is that it allows for the acknow- 
ledgment that all children have some skills that lag behind. Rather than viewing 
an emotional child as manipulative, willful, or defiant, adults can change their 
lens and instead collaborate with the child to determine the source of their chal-
lenging behaviors (Greene, 2014).

Self-Compassion and Learning 
to Live Intensely

Talking with children and adolescents about the overexcitabilities can help 
them learn to accept these characteristics as an aspect of their developmental poten-
tial rather than negative characteristics or symptoms. Diagnoses such as ADHD 
do not always follow an individual throughout the lifespan because symptoms 
can change, and they do not necessarily continue meeting clinically significant 
levels. It is possible for a highly active child to be diagnosed with ADHD during 
elementary school but no longer meet the threshold for such a diagnosis by high 
school, or the subtype might change from hyperactive-impulsive to combined 
type (including symptoms of hyperactivity-impulsivity as well as inattention). 
Helping a child with strong psychomotor overexcitability understand their high 
energy level as something to harness and use for their benefit is a way to positively 
reframe what might otherwise feel like a problem.
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One important reason for educating young people about their excitability 
and propensity to react intensely is to help them remember that there is a reason 
for the depth of their feelings when things get difficult. Overexcitability at its core 
is a very strong reaction to stimuli, and this can lead to dangerous or impulsive 
behaviors in young people who feel distraught. Dabrowski’s earliest writing was 
based on his study of self-mutilation and suicide, and in this work, he showed 
a connection between the overexcitabilities, emotional tension, and intensity of 
experience (Dabrowski, 1937; Piechowski, 2014). This connection has also been 
found in research where strong overexcitabilities were present in young adoles-
cents who died by suicide (Cross et al., 1996, 2020).

There are a variety of methods for helping gifted youth deal with the less 
pleasant manifestations of overexcitability. For instance, Gaesser (2018) described 
the benefits of using Emotional Freedom Techniques as an anxiety management 
strategy. Another way to cope with anxiety is through mindfulness exercises, and 
Sisk and Kane (2018) have shared many useful ideas for working with gifted 
children in this area.

Multilevel Development in Adolescence

From the earliest outline of his theory, Dabrowski emphasized two types of 
developmental processes, which he termed unilevel and multilevel. By unilevel, 
Dabrowski meant that there is no universal hierarchy of values present, and values 
are seen as changeable and without a criterion of deciding higher versus lower 
values. For Dabrowski, values were a key indicator of one’s emotional growth. 
A multilevel process means becoming aware of the subjective, inner realities of 
others and of other dimensions and levels of reality. It involves a restructuring 
process—an inner transformation—that he called “disintegration”:

The course of multilevel disintegration is accessible to objective 
study and the experiencing individual is conscious of it. The pro-
cess of evaluating one’s own internal environment is essential for 
multilevel disintegration. The feeling of the separateness of one’s 
own self increases and this is so not only in contradistinction to 
the external environment, but also, even primarily, in relation to 
one’s own inner environment, which is evaluated, is made into 
a hierarchy, and becomes a subject of more precise cognition 
and appraising thought. A “subject-object” process takes place in 
one’s own self. One’s internal milieu is divided into higher and 
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lower, into better and worse, and into desirable and undesirable. 
(Dabrowski, 1967, p. 69)

Multilevel development emerges from strong overexcitabilities, as well as 
other aspects of what Dabrowski called developmental potential, including spe-
cial talents and abilities and dynamisms. The dynamisms are actually the products 
of certain types and combinations of overexcitabilities. Here one can see the pro-
cess of positive disintegration in action during adolescence, and it can be intense 
and turbulent. The initial multilevel disintegration is spontaneous, and it emerges 
directly from emotional overexcitability. Strong feelings of guilt and shame, and 
feelings of disquietude and dissatisfaction with oneself, are some examples. There 
is a questioning of the self, one’s values, the meaning of life, and one’s place in 
the world. At this point, the individual experiences a vertical split between their 
higher and lower self. This produces inner turmoil—an existential crisis—that 
necessitates action in order to resolve the conflict.

Multilevel disintegration in adolescents can include characteristics such as 
periods of depression and anxiety, emotional lability, and feelings of unreality. 
Disparities in social differences, such as a lack of mirroring from true peers or 
unshared experiences among available age peers, can lead to discomfort and a feel-
ing of being out of place (Jackson & Moyle, 2009a). Eye-opening case examples 
of adolescents in growthful crisis are described by Jackson (1998), Jackson and 
Moyle (2009a, 2009b), and Jackson et al. (2009).

Research Insights Into Multilevel Development

The first research on overexcitability in the gifted in the United States was 
conducted with a longer version of the questionnaire provided in Figure 4.1. It 
picked up not only examples of the five types of overexcitability, but also evidence 
of both unilevel and multilevel processes in adolescents. The hallmark of multilevel 
development is complexity—in the words of gifted teenagers, adults can see their 
depth of processing (see Piechowski, 2014, for numerous examples). Chapter 15 
in this volume on the exceptionally gifted, by Hutchens and Morelock, provides 
some insight into how the complexity inherent in extraordinary intelligence lends 
itself to a multidimensional experience of reality. Although the overexcitabilities 
are the raw materials of multilevelness, they do not necessarily translate into a 
multilevel process.

An example of the difference in cognitive complexity between unilevel 
and multilevel processes in adolescence can be seen in studies of epistemology. 
Gallagher (2019) studied the changes in epistemological reasoning in gifted and 
typically developing adolescents, and a unilevel process is seen in young people 
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who engage in dualistic thinking, as well as in the second and third stages of rea-
soning, which include multiplicity and contextual relativism, respectively. It is not 
until the highest stage in her study, commitment without relativism, or dialectic, 
that a multilevel cognitive process is at work. These students display a complexity 
in their thinking and a need for integrating interdisciplinary perspectives, as well 
as a desire for mentors to guide their learning journeys.

Bailey (2011) studied the developmental process in gifted adolescents and 
found that the majority of gifted students are in the unilevel range. Out of 70 
participants, only eight responded with answers illustrating the presence of a mul-
tilevel disintegration process. This shows that even among gifted populations, 
multilevelness is not a given, and the evidence may not be obvious to outside 
observers. This is a deeply personal process of inner growth, and it can be detected 
by asking questions that probe one’s emotional and cognitive depths using instru-
ments based on Dabrowski’s constructs.

Dabrowski recognized that a multilevel process in adolescence may not be 
noticed by a counselor who lives life in a unilevel process. The theory of positive 
disintegration is not a stage theory, and it does not unfold in a linear fashion 
with a guarantee of reaching a multilevel process. Typically developing adults, 
who do not themselves experience life through a multilevel lens, may miss the 
complex processes of development presented in the theory of positive disintegra-
tion. Even when adults themselves do not easily perceive a multidimensional and 
multilayered reality, they must provide the right conditions to cultivate the multi-
level progress for adolescents going through positive disintegration. These young 
people require great empathy and understanding, and safe places to explore their 
thoughts and feelings.

Conclusion

There are many characteristics that make gifted students different from their 
typical age peers. In this chapter, we have described five areas of intensity and 
sensitivity, known as overexcitabilities, found in Dabrowski’s theory of positive 
disintegration. Unfortunately, behaviors associated with these traits are often 
viewed as abnormal or problematic, especially when a child is under stress and 
the traits—with their resultant manifestations—become accentuated. When that 
happens, parents, teachers, and school staff become increasingly frustrated, and 
the child becomes increasingly distressed.

We have addressed the issue of how overexcitability overlaps with diagnosable 
developmental disorders and mental health conditions. In literature discussing 
the misdiagnosis of gifted children, there has sometimes been a misunderstand-
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ing perpetuated that, for instance, the hyperactivity associated with ADHD is 
somehow different than the hyperactivity sometimes present in a gifted child with 
psychomotor overexcitability. In fact, these are not different types of motor activ-
ity, and we mean to correct that misperception here in this chapter. The difference 
is that psychomotor overexcitability is much more than hyperactivity. Dabrowski 
viewed psychomotor overexcitability as a broad construct at many levels, and 
therefore it sometimes manifests as hyperactivity, but it can also be transformed 
into the energy that drives talent. Twice-exceptional children who are both gifted 
and diagnosed with ADHD or ASD can be helped by learning more about what 
overexcitability means from Dabrowski’s perspective. Offering an alternative to 
pathologizing intense experience can be the difference in helping a child not feel 
broken.

Dabrowski developed a theory that can be viewed as a forerunner to the cur-
rent neurodiversity movement. He saw that talented, creative people often possess 
a sensitivity and intensity that can look like mental illness. Instead of patholo-
gizing these characteristics, it makes more sense to recognize them as naturally 
occurring variations with corresponding strengths. To help both the children and 
the adults who work with them, it is crucial to appreciate the interplay among 
the child’s situation, intensities, and temperamental traits. With understanding 
comes the possibility of a more accepting and accommodating environment. 
After all, adults don’t ask athletes to slow down, but provide space and equipment 
to help them develop their exceptional potential.
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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.
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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: Based on my autoethnographic work, this paper illuminates
the consequences of allowing a focus on achievement to overshadow the
importance of the inner experience of giftedness. Growing up identified as
a gifted child, but lacking an awareness of what it means to be gifted,
created great inner conflict as I struggled with feeling too different and
out of sync from the norm. As an adult, I have found that Dąbrowski’s
theory of positive disintegration provides a framework for understanding
the power of multilevel development. Lacking guidance to help me
understand that these differences were indicators of strong developmental
potential—and not mental illness—led to two decades of inappropriate
treatment. To ignore or deny the inner experience is an injustice to gifted
individuals of all ages.

This article is based on what I have learned from a lifelong
search for understanding about who I am and where I belong in this
world as a gifted individual. It feels like both an introduction and a
homecoming, as I feel in some ways late to the party, in terms of
studying giftedness, and someone who has been here all along, if
only in spirit. Growing up identified as a gifted child and
participating in gifted programming, there was no discussion about
what it means to be gifted beyond achievement in academics.
Moving into young adulthood, with no guidance to help me
understand my intensity or existential struggles, I began a long
journey through the mental health system. Although many labels
were offered, the ones I accepted and internalized were bipolar
disorder, panic disorder, and attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD).

Nearly four years ago, I first learned of the existence of the
phenomenon known as twice-exceptionality (2e), or the co-existence
of giftedness and at least one disability, in Silverman’s (2009) paper
“The Two-Edged Sword of Compensation: How the Gifted Cope
with Learning Disabilities.” Discovering 2e, at the age of 39, felt
illuminating and empowering, and I viewed it as the answer to the
question I had asked myself since the age of twelve—what is wrong
with me? Why was I so different from the other gifted kids? Driven
to learn more, I discovered a body of literature concerning 2e and
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found that I knew very little about the construct of giftedness outside
of my experiences.

At first, when learning about how giftedness is conceptualized
within the field of gifted education, I assumed a highly inclusive
definition of giftedness would be positive, perhaps a way to improve
the identification of twice-exceptional children, those possessing
both advanced cognitive abilities and co-occurring disabilities.
Although the initial intention of this paper was to discuss the
construct of 2e, it has become clear that there is little value in
championing the need for awareness of 2e if the construct of
giftedness is lost to defining giftedness through a talent development
focus (Tolan & Piechowski, 2013).

Presently, as I survey the path ahead, as a newcomer to the world
of gifted education, I am increasingly alarmed by the focus on
achievement and talent development as essential to defining
giftedness. Particularly troubling is the position that eminence “ought
to be the chief goal of gifted education” (Subotnik, Olszewski-
Kubilius, & Worrell, 2011, p. 4). Subotnik et al. are not the first to tie
giftedness to talent and achievement (Gagné, 2007; Renzulli, 1999;
Sternberg, Jarvin, & Grigorenko, 2011), but their monograph has
been embraced by large advocacy groups such as the National
Association for Gifted Children.

Regarding the need to address the emotional differences of gifted
children, Subotnik et al. make only a brief reference followed by the
statement that they have found inadequate evidence to support the
view that giftedness is a qualitatively different experience from the
norm. As for gifted adults, if one is not an “eminent producer,” they
should not expect to consider themselves worthy of the gifted label
following high school (Subotnik et al., p. 23). That a large body of
literature exists related to the population known as gifted adults calls
such a view into question (Daniels & Piechowski, 2009; Fiedler,
2016; Grobman, 2009; Jacobsen, 1999a, 1999b; Lewis & Kitano,
1992; Lovecky, 1986, 1990; Miller, Silverman, & Falk, 1994;
Perrone-McGovern., 2011; Prober, 2008; Rocamora, 1992; Roeper,
1991, 1999; Ruf, 1999; Tolan, 1995, 1999).

Dismissing the unique social and emotional needs of gifted
children or adults by denying the existence of their inner realities is
not progress. When the goal of gifted education is to prepare children
for a future of achievement and eminence, the natural consequence is
to leave another generation of children unprepared to move forward
in their adult development.

Defining Constructs
Until working on an autoethnography about my perceived 2e

experiences in 2014, I would have been hard-pressed to come up
with even one example of a theory of giftedness unrelated to
Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences (MI). When I first
approached learning about 2e, I began with theories of intelligence,
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and a search for theories of intelligence delivers different results than
a search for theories of giftedness. Already familiar with MI, I read
Gardner’s (2011) Frames of Mind and wondered about my own MI
profile from Gardner’s perspective. I searched for literature about
what he describes as the personal intelligences, and discovered
Piechowski’s (1997) “Emotional Giftedness: The Measure of
Intrapersonal Intelligence.”

In Piechowski’s work, I found answers about aspects of myself
that I had been unable to articulate, knowing that I had always
experienced a great deal of emotional intensity and sensitivity.
Suddenly I realized that there was a whole body of literature that I
had been unaware of, but because of the speed with which I work, I
did not allow myself time to reflect on what I had learned about
myself and moved directly to the references to find more answers.
Recognizing Linda Silverman’s (1994) name, I moved forward and
found much to relate to in her description of asynchronous
development.

Perhaps due to my background in social work, I found the most
striking feature of asynchronous development to be its application
across diverse groups and recognition that gifted children do not
grow up in a vacuum but have parents, teachers, and other critical
adults in their lives. This definition addressed gifted individuals as
whole persons, sharing the common experience of being different
and misunderstood no matter their backgrounds. Giftedness as
defined by the Columbus Group in 1991 made sense:

Giftedness is asynchronous development in which advanced
cognitive abilities and heightened intensity combine to create
inner experiences and awareness that are qualitatively
different from the norm. This asynchrony increases with
higher intellectual capacity. The uniqueness of the gifted
renders them particularly vulnerable and requires
modifications in parenting, teaching and counseling in order
for them to develop optimally. (Silverman, 1997, p. 39)

Silverman’s (1997) work was packed with ideas that would take time
to process. Even the first line, in which she states that “to be gifted is
to be vulnerable” caused me to take a moment and consider how well
I know that to be accurate (p. 37). From that point, I felt a lessened
need to examine definitions, as this was the one that captured the
essence of being gifted.

The Experience of Giftedness
To say that I have faced challenges is a gross understatement.

The breadth of experiences that I can claim is wide—achievements,
traumatic events, addiction, extensive mislabeling, and misdiagnosis
in mental health treatment. While discovering the construct of 2e
helped me identify aspects of myself that had been puzzling, on its
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own 2e remained inadequate for explaining my history. A true
understanding required an appropriate conceptual lens. To make
meaning from my experiences, it was necessary to look for answers
in unexpected places and to challenge long-standing beliefs.

My life is best understood using a lens based on the work of
those who have brought an understanding to the world about the
vulnerability of the gifted and the importance of acknowledging and
supporting the qualitatively different experience of being gifted.
These include, but are not limited to: Cross & Cross, 2015; Daniels
& Piechowski, 2009; Delisle & Galbraith, 2002; Gross, 1998;
Hollingworth, 1926; Jackson & Moyle, 2009; Kline & Meckstroth,
1985; Lovecky, 1990; Maxwell, 1998; Morelock, 1992, 1996;
Neville, Piechowski, & Tolan, 2013; Peterson, 1997; Piechowski,
1979, 1986, 1989, 1997, 2003, 2009, 2014; Probst & Piechowski,
2012; Roedell, 1984; Roeper, 1982, 1991; Silverman, 1994, 1995,
1997, 1998; Sisk, 2005; Tolan, 1989; and Tucker & Hafenstein,
1997.

There is a significant volume of information available about my
life, ranging from childhood drawings to entire books, but the most
recent project I’ve undertaken is the previously mentioned
autoethnography, a meaning-making effort that has profoundly
changed my life (Wells, 2014, 2015). As a part of that process, I
attempted to share my experiences as a person who identifies as 2e
in a way that could reach a wide audience of individuals who might
relate to my story, knowing that I was presenting my work to groups
of academics who were potentially gifted and learning-disabled.
After the second presentation, I knew I was much closer to
discovering my purpose in life.

During my childhood, the field of gifted education was
blossoming when Piechowski (1979) introduced the work of Polish
theorist Kazimierz Dąbrowski, a psychiatrist and psychologist, in a
book called New Voices in Counseling the Gifted. Piechowski
advanced the concept of developmental potential (DP) as a model
addressing the underlying dimensions of giftedness.

As a central concept in Dabrowski’s theory of positive
disintegration, DP is made up of special talents and intelligence,
psychic overexcitability (OE), and the capacity for inner
transformation (Jackson, Moyle, & Piechowski, 2009).
Conceptualized as forms or dimensions of mental functioning, the
OEs are innate aspects of an individual which lead to heightened
sensitivity or excitability in one or more dimensions of psychic life
and are observable in gifted and talented individuals (Piechowski,
1979; Piechowski & Cunningham, 1985).

All five psychic overexcitabilities: psychomotor, sensual,
imaginational, intellectual, and emotional, have been present and
active all my life, experienced as countless variations of enthusiasm,
vivid imagination, emotional intensity, heightened sensual capacity,
and a love of learning for its own sake (Piechowski & Miller, 1995).
Born in 1973, I grew up in Milford, Connecticut living with my
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natural parents, possessing a great deal of developmental potential.
Verbal precocity was my special talent, and my development was
marked by asynchrony—reaching some developmental milestones
more rapidly than usual, and reaching others later than expected
(Silverman, 1997). For example, despite demonstrating high verbal
ability, I sometimes appeared immature for my age due to behavioral
issues. At school, I displayed an aggressiveness not usually seen in
girls, a difference which I always assumed was evidence of
dysfunction. From a more positive perspective, Csikszentmihalyi
(1996) and Maslow (1970) have described a similar resistance to
rigid gender roles as characteristics of creative and self-actualizing
individuals.

When multiple OEs combined during the months leading up to
college in 1991, a book resulted, released under my maiden name,
Chris Campbell (1993), just days following my twentieth birthday.
No Guarantees described a battle to overcome drug and alcohol
addiction that did not occur entirely in the real world but was laced
with imaginal memories best explained through the phenomenon of
worldplay, or the creation of imaginary worlds in childhood
(Piechowski, 2014; Root-Bernstein, 2014). The book exists because,
during adolescence, I began the deliberate work of inner
transformation during a period of intense introspection and self-
development. Piechowski’s (2009, p. 191) model of multilevel
introspective emotional growth helps shed light on some of the
themes from my adolescence using eight components, including:

(1) awareness of growing and changing, (2) awareness of
feelings, interest in others and empathy toward them, (3)
occasional feelings of unreality, (4) inner dialogue, (5) self-
examination, (6) self-judgment, (7) searching,
problem-finding, asking existential questions, and (8)
awareness of one’s real self.

That fall, I was finally beginning to thrive as I learned to trust in
my way of learning and interacting with the world. During the first
quarter that year, there are as many positive comments on my report
card as there were in the two years prior combined. I was class
treasurer and club president of Students Against Drugs, which I
created with my best friends during the previous school year to
prevent substance abuse. Aware that public schools in my city had a
curriculum in place for students struggling with drug and alcohol
issues, it rankled me that my school did not, and I began to put
pressure on the private school I attended to implement a similar
program.

A great deal of conflict ensued when I was unable to remain
calm during meetings with administrators. Still, for the first time in
high school I was doing well academically, even excelling in
multiple classes. The comments on my report card were dramatically
different and, for once, none of my teachers expressed concern that I
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was “not working to my potential.” During the autoethnography, I
made sense of these memories in relation to ADHD, assuming that
such a lack of emotional regulation was related to cognitive
dysfunction. Conceptualized through Dąbrowski’s theory, it is more
accurately understood as a consequence of multilevel development.
With emotional OE as my dominant mode of functioning, my
genuine desire to create positive change at school was often
overshadowed by behaviors I had not yet learned to control.

In adolescence, I lacked authoritative assistance as there was no
one to help me understand the complexities inherent in the inner
experience of giftedness. If I had understood that my learning style is
vastly different from the norm, and that it is fueled by my individual
combination of OEs, I could have approached my academic work
more effectively (Silverman, 1998). Instead, I was tormented by the
paradox of easily understanding the complex but not the simple, and
I berated myself for being unable to memorize facts and formulas.
My mind was often a source of both frustration and concern. The
description of “dual processing” in Gross (2009) helps make sense of
some of the issues I faced in adolescence, such as the times when my
ability to process more than one problem simultaneously was
mistaken for partial seizures. Until I learned that not all people
process information in the way that I do, in my early 40s, I assumed
this testing for seizures must have been related to ADHD.

Aware that I needed to gain greater control over my emotions, I
undertook a program of change. As the above events occurred, I
began seeing a new therapist who was struck by the intensity of my
anger. When I described the issues I was having with losing control
at school, he suggested this was a topic worthy of further
examination. That evening, I went to a bookstore in New Haven and
purchased a self-help book on anger that suggested keeping an anger
journal, rating one’s levels of anger throughout the day and noting
the triggers of anger.

During that term, I had enjoyed writing a journal for my religion
class, and decided to begin writing as a way of better understanding
my anger issue. Soon, goals related to anger switched to goals about
other areas of my life which I wanted to improve. It is interesting to
note that while I described other people’s perceptions of me as angry,
there is very little anger evident in the journal entries themselves.
Few people were aware of what I was really like, and the sincere
entries written in the journal for religion class provided that teacher a
window into my inner experience.

Unfortunately, the journal was too little, too late, to save me at
school. After making some very poor decisions, I was asked to
withdraw from school, three months into the year. During the
incident that led to this departure, I lied repeatedly to adults and
denied any involvement. In fact, I had lied to myself in my own
journal about the incident. My religion teacher finally confronted me,
and I found myself unable to lie to her. For the first time in years, I
cried at school, the feeling of shame and guilt so overpowering that I

Advanced Development 100 Volume 16, 2017

Inner Experience of Giftedness



wanted to die. Although I had to leave the school, the administrators
and teachers showed great empathy for me, knowing that things were
more complicated than they appeared.

Leaving my beloved school was a painful experience. At times, it
felt nearly unbearable, and I learned that writing was an excellent
tool for coping, facilitating an awareness of the ways in which I was
changing and growing:

I wish I could understand myself better. Part of me is happy,
and wants to be successful, and do what I want to do. Then
again, there is the side of me that is angry and hurt, and
wanting something more out of life than I seem to be getting
(or earning). The part that is worst is the side of me I can’t
see at all. I think it’s harder to be me than people give me
credit for—just because I always have a smile on my face
doesn’t mean I’m happy. The only way I can come to grips
with my feelings is to write, so I am going to keep writing in
these notebooks until my pens run out. (Journal entry,
January 1990, age 16).

In the above entry, I describe the “happy-go-lucky façade,” which
Silverman (1997) discussed in her article about asynchronous
development, caused by the dissonance one feels when they struggle
with inner doubt and conflict but are unable to express themselves
authentically in the world. In my case, inner doubt was complicated
by the existence of an imaginal world, which also was a component
in the way that I learn experientially, through highly personal
meaning-making efforts. Hutchens and Morelock (2012) describe
this as a type of whole-brain thinking that allows for the perception
of multiple layers of meaning in which one “experiences the world in
all its interconnectedness” (p. 234).

If I can uphold strength in character, I will be able to achieve
my dreams—I may not know them all yet, but that is okay,
because I am happy to admit that my life is far from over. My
wish is not to help just one person—I want to help everyone,
and to at least touch the soul of all those I meet. If I am
sincere, and I know that I am, I will make the best of this
year. Even if I can’t be in the place I wish to be—I am a
better person every day. I will not allow myself to go back to
the person I was, I am truly happier this way. It was worth
spending the last year and a half working to achieve the
peace of mind that I have today. I have given credit to those
deserving it—certainly I was not alone on this venture.
(Journal entry, January 1990, age 16)

Writing helped me rebound, and two months after switching
schools I was involved in new extracurricular activities which
captured my heart. My journal entries are awash with thoughts about
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how I was growing and changing, particularly once I began
volunteering at Yale-New Haven Hospital in a program for students
hoping to pursue careers in medicine. I was deeply affected by the
death of a boy on the adolescent unit where I spent my time:

I think an important lesson I have learned is not to be self-
centered. I am more conscious of other people’s problems
instead of blindly focusing on my own. Life is not always fair,
but I am sure God must have a purpose for everything.
Otherwise twelve-year-old boys wouldn’t suffer and painfully
die from diseases like leukemia—only four months after
being diagnosed. If nothing else I learned from him that I
cannot take one thing in my life for granted. (Journal entry,
March 1990, age 16)

This was a period of intense emotional growth, and in No
Guarantees, I summarized my hospital experience briefly, and from
a Dąbrowskian perspective, this excerpt is rich with evidence of
developmental potential:

At first, psychiatry and neurology were what interested me
most, but that changed. Cancer patients interested me more. I
sought to learn as much about oncology as I could. I often
went in to talk to the oncology patients, and I read their
charts at every opportunity. The nurses taught me as much as
they could about chemotherapy and other cancer treatments,
and about the disease in general. I worked on a project
dealing with acute leukemia. It fascinated me to the point of
not wanting to learn about anything else. I wanted to spend
all of my free time at the hospital. I was reading about
oncology constantly. I ignored my schoolwork and
concentrated on hematology and oncology. The hospital was
a place where I found something in myself that I had always
known existed. I wanted to help people. I felt a great need to
be there, to be involved in the healing process. (Campbell,
1993, p. 80)

In the above excerpt, one can see the presence of psychomotor
OE, as I described a high level of energy, a drivenness, and a
capacity for being energetic. Intellectual OE is clear from the desire
to learn about oncology on a deep level, to a point which interfered
with the work I was supposed to be doing at school. Emotional OE is
present in the empathy I felt toward the people I met at the hospital,
and my desire to heal them. There is also evidence of entelechy, a
concept Lovecky (1986) has used to describe the feeling that one is
propelled forward by a mission in life, or a guiding principle.

It seems worth noting that my academic achievement ended as
abruptly as it began that year. My cumulative high school GPA was
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2.25. Yet my academic self-concept was strong, and I dismissed the
concerns expressed at school about my mediocre performance:

They’re afraid I’m going to spend the rest of my life doing
half-baked work and not using my intelligence. Well, I beg to
differ with them—I have both purpose and direction in my
life. That I have achieved practically on my own. Granted,
with some help lately. I have every intention of utilizing my
summer well, working on projects, working at the Yale
Comprehensive Cancer Center, and at my normal job.
Someday I will be a physician—I don’t think that I have no
goals, and or that I do ‘half-baked’ work. (Journal entry,
June 1990, age 17)

The difference between my self-concept and the others’ perception of
me was a recurring issue. Part of the problem was a lack of
communication. If my guidance counselor had known about the
volunteering, or my passion for oncology, he might have been less
concerned. But he did not know, and neither did many other
important adults in my life. Grant (1995) has addressed this issue of
mistaking underachievement for unrealized potential, which is a
consequence of moving away from respecting the growth of the
spirit. Within this framework, one can see that the power of an inner
drive allowed me to create my own opportunities for learning in
ways that were meaningful and powerful. At the hospital, I presented
as my authentic self, and the people with whom I worked affirmed
my belief that I could become a physician someday. At school, I was
becoming someone else as a way to endure the process of
establishing myself in a new place, with new people.

Feeling Misunderstood
Over thirty years ago, Kline and Meckstroth (1985) described the

need for awareness of gradients in abilities among the highly and
exceptionally gifted. They wrote that with great variation in abilities,
measured in standard deviations from the norm, there is an increased
potential for misunderstanding. My personal experiences affirm the
belief that asynchrony does not disappear in adulthood but continues
throughout the lifespan, manifesting in different ways. One
conclusion from my work is that a major obstacle in my ability to
realize my potential was feeling misunderstood, which stemmed
from being misunderstood (Wells, 2015).

In fact, there are numerous examples of what feeling
misunderstood looked like following high school, particularly once I
began to seek treatment for what I assumed to be mental illness
(Wells, 2014). Unfortunately, since I lacked awareness of the
essential aspects of giftedness, a cycle from childhood continued into
adulthood, and it did not occur to me that simply feeling too different
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from normal was not evidence that I was mentally ill (Piechowski,
1997). This knowledge might have made a world of difference when
I sought help, at age 19, for symptoms of internal conflict
manifesting in existential depression and anxiety, only to be
misdiagnosed with bipolar disorder.

A primary motivation for undertaking the autoethnography was
that I found so little in the literature that I could relate to—I kept
hoping to find articles about people like me. As mentioned earlier,
there is a large body of literature on gifted adults but not about gifted
adults who have also been categorized—at times—as “chronically
mentally ill” or addicted to drugs. The spark of recognition, the
awareness that one is not alone, is a benefit of telling stories that
reveal vulnerabilities. A critical issue to address is the phenomenon
of feeling misunderstood, including a lack of understanding of one’s
self as well as a perceived lack of understanding by others.

Condon (2008) conducted a concept analysis of the phenomenon
of feeling misunderstood and found that three characteristics present
in people who feel misunderstood: disquietude, discordant
perceptions, and an increased cognizance of emotions. At age 20, I
acknowledged feeling misunderstood:

I think that one of the biggest problems I have is that other
people misunderstand me. Since others are socialized in
ways that I don’t conform, their perceptions of me are almost
always wrong. (Journal entry, January 1994, age 20)

Reflecting on what I wrote as a young adult, this phenomenon
was amplified because I did not understand myself. One month
following the above entry, I was struggling with depression and
anxiety:

Who am I, anyway? When I look in the mirror I don’t even
know who I am anymore. Not that I ever really did. I
remember when I was younger, I would stop and start
thinking about who I was, and I’d realize that I felt like I was
in a movie and everyone else’s life was real but I wasn’t. I
didn’t really exist. I don’t know how that must have been, but
I recall it was scary. Like a bad dream that never ended. I
put on a pretty good act. I seem like a pretty together person.
But I’m not. (Journal entry, February 1994, age 20)

By the time I was 23 years old, I was being encouraged to
embrace the (mis)diagnosis of bipolar disorder, and part of the
acceptance, for me, was to share the information with people I had
known since childhood or adolescence. When this news—that I had a
severe mental illness—was not immediately embraced, it created
conflict and fueled the lingering uncertainty I kept hoping to
overcome.
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It’s funny how you look at the world after you have a nervous
breakdown (or two), because then it’s basically before and
after, and the shit in between. For example, a hospitalization
or something. I’m a lot different now, mentally, than I was
before. More laid back, which in retrospect is something to
be thankful for. Now I just accept the fact that I am mentally
ill. Even though the words still leave me feeling like a
failure. I’ve seen signs that say things like, “Mental illness is
a no-fault disease,” and shit like that, but it’s not really true.
Being bipolar makes me, separates me—to society. (Journal
entry, April 1996, age 23)

Family and friends expressed confidence in my ability to
overcome, using my strong will, and it felt infuriating. The most
frequent remark, noted in my journal on many occasions, was that
my family and friends believed that I was overmedicated. A review
of my medical records, and the increased frequency of the phrases go
to sleep and take a nap in my journals reflects that this was an
accurate perception. For years, I took unnecessary medication,
inadvertently placing obstacles in the path of my development. This
issue is one I plan to explore further, including the appropriateness of
the ADHD diagnosis that I was given at age 24 but did not treat until
I was 40 years old. Differentiating overexcitability from dysfunction,
such as ADHD, is complex, but it is possible, and undoubtedly an
area worthy of investigation (Probst & Piechowski, 2012).

Fulfilling My Mission
That this article was written suggests that I managed to achieve a

state of relative wellness, despite facing a significant amount of
adversity well into my twenties. How did such changes occur? The
question of how I made the critical changes in my life, allowing me
to pull away from the dark world of addiction and illness in which I
once lived, has been the big question. It is an inevitable aspect of any
discussion with strangers about my life story, and it is only recently
that I have had an answer.

The answer is both simple and complex—I realized that I could
change if I wanted to, and had reached a point in which I desperately
wanted a better life, so I created such a life for myself by seizing
opportunity. When I was offered the chance to move to a different
city, I undertook deliberate work to identify the positive aspects of
myself and leave behind my role as mentally ill and disabled.

From developing an imaginal world in childhood, my ability to
visualize alternate realities was well-established at age 26, as I had
maintained the world into adulthood. Hypnotherapy sessions the
previous year had taught me to enhance this ability and focus it in a
more purposeful manner, to create change. Using the imaginal world,
I first pictured what it would look like to live a different life. This
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manner of rehearsal seems to have been a key to successfully moving
from chronic mental illness and addiction to crack cocaine, first, to
someone able to work at a regular job, and eventually, able to return
to school and pursue the fulfillment of my mission in life.

I just read a book about the juvenile court system here in Los
Angeles and I wish I could help kids who are trapped in the
system. First, I need to stabilize both at home and at work.
Jason is my priority over work, but work makes Jason feel
secure, which means it’s crucial I stay at this job, or at least
get another job lined up before I leave. Then I want to go to
school and work on my degree. I need to major in sociology
and perhaps get my master’s degree in social work. But that
is in the future. It’s important that I stay in the present.
(Journal entry, August 2001, age 28)

Similar to gradients of abilities, there are gradients of emotional
development. As confidence in my development increased, I was
able to turn away from allowing others to define who I was and
where I was going. Following the autoethnography, in 2015, I found
that I did not relate to the concept of “recovery” from mental illness
when the concept is defined as a return to a previously experienced
state of functioning or health (Whitwell, 1999). I knew that such a
belief would be false and not characteristic of my lived experiences.
This is yet another way that I’ve found answers in Dąbrowski’s
theory. The wellness that I’ve achieved is not a recovery from mental
illness but a different, higher level of functioning and development.

Uncovering the constructs that I study, in my personal
history, I continue to be aware of self-stigma. It’s a special
kind of torture to spend your days revealing stigma.
Discovering trauma that your brain had protected you from,
reading the biased language of mental health records,
realizing the magnitude of being an outlier. For example,
each time I have to troubleshoot a major computer issue, I
realize that I’m good at it because I see multiple solutions.
There’s always one more thing to try. Some new way to get
around the obstacle, a better fix. It’s part of who I am—when
faced with a problem, I can persevere because I see so many
possible answers. I don’t give up easily. This was seen as a
negative trait in treatment. Every barrier was surmountable
if I kept trying...but when my goal was at odds with another
person’s? It was a sickness. A character flaw. (Journal entry,
August 2015, age 42)

Finally, in my forties, it was time to fully reject mental illness as
part of my identity, and truly examine what had happened in my life,
no matter how painful. In order to fulfill my purpose and destiny, I
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had to trust myself, and my intuition, and accept a degree of otherness
that, for much of my life, had felt too lonely to comprehend.

ACall-to-Action
Critics of the position I am taking, that the inner experience is of

critical importance, might argue that my case is not representative of
the population of individuals who are gifted. However, enormous
volumes of data, such as personal journals and medical records, exist
but never become part of the academic world because of the deeply
private nature of such information. This type of data is often not
shared among close friends, let alone in settings such as journals or
conference presentations. Fortunately, it does happen, and there are
examples of the phenomenon I am about to describe, which is the
experience of knowing that other people have related to my story so
deeply that it moves them to tears (Tolan, 2012).

Since the release of No Guarantees and more recently, my
autoethnography, I have received numerous messages from people
who have related so much with my story that they felt compelled to
seek me out to share their new self-awareness. This is one of several
messages that I received, which are strikingly similar, in the months
after I presented the second part of “Too Smart for Your Own Good:
The Paradoxical Experience of Twice-Exceptionality (2e)” (Wells,
2015):

I just watched your conference presentation, and to be
honest, I’m crying because I’m so glad there’s someone out
there who shares my experiences. I’m a 26-year-old woman
with bipolar and ADHD (both diagnosed when I was 22),
and I am intellectually gifted, but I didn’t even know 2e was
a thing until today. I really identify with what you said about
being told during childhood that you could do anything
because of your giftedness, only to be unable to reach it
because of disability. (Allie, personal communication,
February 12, 2015)

Although many people with allegiance to an achievement-
oriented construct of giftedness will be unmoved by this paper, I am
undeterred by the enormity of the task before me. Many others have
paved the way for me to help bring awareness to the importance of
the inner experience of giftedness, and there are great numbers of
parents who will hear my words and take heart. Ultimately, parents
deserve a place in any conversation about giftedness, not only
because of their children’s potentials for eminence, but also because
they may be gifted and able to understand their children in a way few
others can. These parents feel tired, defeated, disrespected, and
unsupported by their schools and, by extension, the field of gifted
education.
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The inner experience of giftedness exists and can be observed
using Dąbrowski’s work as a framework for understanding (Jackson
et al., 2009; Piechowski, 1989, 2014). Through my work I hope to
contribute by increasing awareness of the inner experience of
giftedness as a way of helping others feel less misunderstood. Part of
my process of self-acceptance is a willingness to share my
experiences in full, as an example of what it is like to grow up
without cognizance of essential aspects of oneself as an outlier. It is
unsurprising that no adults possessed the tools to help me understand
the nature of giftedness when I was growing up, in the 1980s, with
such little public awareness about giftedness. However, this is a
different age, and it is unacceptable to leave the emotional
development of gifted children out of the picture.

Examining the literature in the field of gifted education indicates
such a stance is well-founded as there is no shortage of research
concerning the social and emotional issues faced by gifted children
and adolescents. Thus, ignoring this aspect of the experience of
giftedness is not simply misguided but the cause of harm. As long as
the inner experience is not addressed by educators, researchers, and
clinicians, the misunderstanding of gifted individuals, and the
potential for misdiagnosis, will continue.

Concluding Thoughts
No adults possessed the tools to help me understand the nature of

giftedness when I was growing up, in the 1980s, with such little
public awareness about giftedness. However, there is no shortage of
research concerning the social and emotional issues faced by gifted
individuals of all ages. With that in mind, the following points
summarize areas in need of further consideration and study.

1. An individual who does not understand what it means to be
gifted is lacking the foundation for authentic expression. As self-
awareness increases, knowledge of the existence of the inner
experience of giftedness can be viewed as protection from the
incorrect conclusion that one’s differences from the norm must be
pathological. There is a need for true guidance of gifted children and
adults in this area, perhaps through mentoring relationships.

2. Eminence as the goal of gifted education is dehumanizing and
creates a system in which children are reduced to commodities.
Instead, the goal should be developing personal growth, from which
the realization of talent is a natural outcome. The construct of
asynchronous development honors the inner experience as an
integral component of giftedness, recognizes levels of giftedness,
and allows for an understanding which transcends culturally bound
conceptions of achievement.

3. Respecting cognitive styles, and the emotional reality of
imaginal experiences, is of critical importance. Attempting to
discourage or shut down an individual’s unique experiential channels
is to cut off one’s way of understanding, creating meaning, and
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coping in both the internal and external worlds. The result is a
disruption in one’s learning and creativity, an obstacle in one’s drive
for internal consistency, and the cause of significant emotional
distress.

4. Gifted individuals and parents of gifted children must
understand that accepting a mental health diagnosis can lead to grave
consequences, such as inappropriate treatment, discrimination, and
worst of all, self-stigma. Dąbrowski’s theory of positive
disintegration is an alternative framework, a way to avoid
pathologizing the expression of multilevel development. As long as
the inner experience is not addressed by educators, researchers, and
clinicians, the misunderstanding of gifted individuals, and the
potential for misdiagnosis, will continue. Ignoring the inner
experience of giftedness is not simply misguided but the cause of
harm.
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Peace Pilgrim, Exemplar of Level V
Peace Pilgrim, Exemplar of Level V Michael M. Piechowski

Cases of secondary integration (Level V), the most advanced level of development through
positive disintegration, are easily found within the religious sphere. To find a secular case of
secondary integration presents a greater challenge. The life of Peace Pilgrim (1908–1981),
known personally to a great many people, appears to be such a case. The course of her personality
development appears to reflect successive phases of multilevel growth. This article examines
Dabrowski’s concept of secondary integration, personality ideal, and Peace Pilgrim’s state of
inner peace in an attempt to arrive at some purchase on these concepts. This study also raises
the subject of spiritual experience as personal experience unbounded by systems of religious
beliefs. This stratospheric study does carry actual implications for gifted education.

Since her death in a head-on collision in 1981, Peace Pilgrim
has become widely recognized as an extraordinary person,
“an American saint who transcended all national, religious, or
sectarian bonds to communicate love, understanding and
integrity. Her life was her teaching” (Dan Millman, 1996).
There are very few examples of individuals who have
reached Level V, the highest level of development of person-
ality in Dabrowski’s theory. Drawing on the sources about
Peace Pilgrim’s life, Dabrowski’s definition of secondary
integration (Level V), and of the processes leading to it, this
article examines the evidence and attempts to show that
Peace Pilgrim is indeed one of those rare individuals who has
taken up the arduous task of “psychological mountaineering”
(Assagioli, 1991, p. 32) to its utmost attainment.

I begin by introducing the image of multilevel develop-
ment as climbing a mountain and then present Peace Pilgrim’s
outline of the phases of her personal growth in order to exam-
ine the parallels between her development and Dabrowski’s
levels. Was her developmental potential indicative of strengths
sufficient to bring her to secondary integration? In what way
are Dabrowski’s concepts of secondary integration and per-
sonality ideal reflected in her “inner peace”?

PSYCHOLOGICAL MOUNTAINEERING

In Dabrowski’s paradigm of positive disintegration, per-
sonal growth is indeed much like scaling a mountain rather
than a sequential unfolding of childhood, adolescence, and

adulthood. Imagining personal growth as ascent of a moun-
tain, encountering danger, facing tests of courage, and forg-
ing on with perseverance suggests that not everyone has the
strength, endurance, and determination to climb far; few
manage to reach the summit. Moreover, not everyone is
interested in climbing and may prefer to remain in the valley.
Some may not even be aware of the mountain. The endowment
for how far in scaling the figurative mountain an individual
can go constitutes developmental potential. An endowment
for multilevel development signifies that a person starts
already a considerable distance up the slope.1 A person with
limited potential starts in the valley and does not reach far.

Can we line up Dabrowski’s levels on such a mountain
slope? Possibly, though we must leave Level I (primary
integration) out of consideration because with its limited
developmental potential and a narrow, rigid, and emotion-
ally limited scope, Level I cannot be the starting point for
multilevel development (Piechowski, 2008). Levels are
peculiar constructs. They are abstract categories of types of
development quite different from the intuitively obvious
stages of life. For this reason, Dabrowski’s theory does not
define a starting point for development, the way fertilization
or birth do, because there is none. Alternatively, the starting
point for multilevel development can occur anywhere on the
slope. One thing is certain, the absence of transforming ele-
ments in limited developmental potential precludes multilevel
development (Dabrowski, Kawczak, & Piechowski, 1970;
Piechowski, 1975, 2008).
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1Barry Grant (personal communication, September 2, 2007) asked if
someone could start at the top. Laurence Nixon (personal communication,
September 6, 2007) said that the Danish-born mystic Sunyata (1890–1984)
is known as a “rare-born mystic,” one who from the very earliest of his life
was in conscious union with the Infinite (Sunyata, 2001).
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With this said, Level II would represent meandering
around the valley, perhaps going a little up and down again,
but without a significant advance up the slope. The quest for
self and one’s own voice would be the start of inner growth
that might lead higher up the slope (Piechowski, 2008).
Level III would be about serious climbing but with many
setbacks. Still, at the end of the day, the person would be
higher up the slope than at the start. Level IV would repre-
sent serious, determined, purposeful climbing. Level V would
be the broad summit.

Level V is not easy to grasp. Who can say they know
personally someone sufficiently advanced to qualify to
represent this lofty plane of the most advanced development?
Is such a person possible at all in our midst, other than
Jesus Christ, Saint Francis of Assisi, Gautama Buddha,
Paramahansa Yogananda, Pope John XXIII, or the Dalai
Lama? Would Bishop Tutu be a good example? Or Mother
Teresa, her detractors notwithstanding? Shall we look among
saints?

Religion, if followed with conviction, imposes a
demanding personal discipline, and one could argue that
a person without a religion would have no chance of
attaining the most advanced level. I always felt that the
most convincing examples of high levels of development
are secular.

Dabrowski defined Level V (secondary integration) as
follows:

Secondary integration as the highest level of development is
also called here the level of personality. By “personality” is
meant here a self-aware, self-chosen, and self-affirmed
structure whose dominant dynamism is personality ideal. . . .
Through the synthesis and organization carried out in
Level IV, all dynamisms operate in harmony. They become
more unified with the Disposing and Directing Center,
which is now established at a high level and inspired by the
personality ideal. Personality ideal becomes the only dyna-
mism recognizable in the fifth level [italics added]. (1977,
pp. 53–54)

Dabrowski’s earlier descriptions put more emphasis on
the concept of personality as the outcome of development
through positive disintegration, a person in the fullest real-
ization of the most fundamental and universal human quali-
ties. Secondary integration was defined as the level of
personality (Dabrowski, 1967, 1973). Interestingly, a similar
concept of personality was proposed by Assagioli (1965), as
the result of a synthesis and integration of all component
“subpersonalities.”

What developmental potential must be present for devel-
opment of this magnitude to be possible? Dabrowski is explicit
on this. The endowment must be positive, the environment
for growing up must be favorable, and self-directed multi-
level development must have an early start with some energy
(Dabrowski et al., 1970).

SOURCES ON PEACE PILGRIM’S LIFE

To find a representative example of secondary integration
depends on the availability of information and documenta-
tion about a person that would allow making a good case.
The case would be more persuasive if the person were a
contemporary known to many people. Peace Pilgrim is a
living example of multilevel development as it was precipi-
tated by her search for meaning. Her work of inner transfor-
mation was self-chosen, deliberate, and carried out to
completion with unswerving determination.

Mildred Ryder, née Norman, was born in 1908 and died in
1981. She changed her name to Peace Pilgrim and went
through the legal process partly in order to protect her family
from investigation by the FBI, as they regarded her as a com-
munist (A. Rush & J. Rush, 1992). Her talks were recorded
on audio and videotape. They were transcribed and published
as a book, Peace Pilgrim: Her Life and Work in Her Own
Words (1982), which also includes replies to questions from
people who heard her speak. A 70-minute documentary, The
Spirit of Peace (Friends of Peace Pilgrim), was made in 1995
and another, Peace Pilgrim: An American Sage Who Walked
Her Talk, in 2002. Peace Pilgrim’s Steps Toward Inner
Peace: Harmonious Principles of Human Living (n.d.) were
transcribed from her talks and printed early in her life as
Peace Pilgrim. The interview with Ann and John Rush (1992)
offers information on her early life and the “total revision” to
become Peace Pilgrim. These sources offer adequate material
to examine her development and the attainment of secondary
integration. A brief outline of her life and the statements
revealing what motivated her are combined here with an anal-
ysis in Dabrowski’s terms. This study follows the model of
examining lives of mystics in the light of Dabrowski theory
as carried out by Nixon (1990, 1994, 2008).

PEACE PILGRIM’S DEVELOPMENTAL 
POTENTIAL

Talents, abilities, intelligence, overexcitabilities, and capac-
ity for inner transformation constitute developmental poten-
tial (Dabrowski, 1977; Piechowski, 2003).

Her sister said that, even as a child, Mildred had a bear-
ing that made other children listen to what she had to say.
She was a precocious child with an inquisitive mind and a
“fantastic memory and could recite long poems at age three.
She learned to read at age four or five before starting school.
She taught herself to play the piano over the course of one
summer” (A. Rush & J. Rush, 1992, pp. 64–65). “She was
always a dare devil when she was younger.” Diving off a
bridge she would do “a somersault, jack knife and the
swan dive” (p. 65). In high school she was a bright, articu-
late, strong-willed student. Academically she maintained
the highest grade point average and headed the debating
team (Daniels, 2004).
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In high school, she refused to drink and smoke. When
pressured by her friends she said to them, “Look, life is a
series of choices and nobody can stop you from making your
choices, but I have a right to make my own choices, too. And
I have chosen freedom” (Peace Pilgrim, 1982, p. 4). As a
teenager, she asked fundamental existential questions that no
one could answer for her. She then looked for answers within
herself. At 16, as a senior in high school (she must have been
accelerated, as it was then a common thing to do with bright
students) she asked, “What is God?” But nobody could tell
her. She had no formal religious upbringing but the question
of the nature of God intrigued her. Thinking deeply about it
she realized that we call “God” everything that is beyond our
capacity. Intuitively she understood “beyond all doubt” that:

God is a creative force, a motivating power, an over-all
intelligence, an ever-present all-pervading spirit—which
binds everything in the universe together and gives life to
everything. That brought God close. I could not be where
God is not. You are within God. God is within you. (Peace
Pilgrim, 1982, p. 2)

She discovered that she could get her spiritual answers from
the inside (A. Rush & J. Rush, 1992, p. 66). The mysteries of
nature, love and kindness, all things good and beautiful spoke
to her of God’s immanence. Yet inner transformation was not
to follow this profound intuition at this point.

After graduation from high school she had no trouble finding a
job and spent her money on clothes, matching shoes and hat, a
luxurious very soft bed her sister envied, and a flashy car. . . .
She would spend quite a bit of time before she would go out,
before the mirror, putting on all sorts of makeup. (p. 66)

She was a popular dance partner. She also wrote plays, in
which “she was the director, costume designer, lighting
manager, and producer” (p. 66). Her engagement in theater
is evidence of imagination and creative talent. Creative people
tend to have strong sensual overexcitability, and it showed
in her attention to matching her outfits and accessories, con-
spicuous use of makeup, but also in her habit of striking a
glamorous pose for pictures.

Her intellectual ability and her great inquisitiveness were
combined with high energy and many talents, not the least
her leadership and public-speaking talents. In other words,
her psychomotor and intellectual overexcitabilities were
very strong in addition to her strong sensual overexcitabil-
ity. Her imagination is evident not only in the creative work
of the theater but also in her boldness of breaking conven-
tions, in her ability to see wider horizons than those circum-
scribed by her environment. At this point we have no
obvious indicators of emotional overexcitability; neverthe-
less, her strong emotional nature shows in her independence
of character, the passion she later developed for peace work,
as well as her deep compassion and the way she acted on it.

Although the indicators of developmental potential are
strong, we do not see any signs foretelling her advanced
development. In fact, her brother-in-law remarked that “While
Mildred’s background was intellectual and moral, there was
little evidence of the altruistic, self-sacrificing traits so
prominent in the personality of Peace Pilgrim. In order for
her to become Peace Pilgrim it was necessary for her to
undergo a complete revision. This goes far to explain why
so many of her family and former friends actually rejected
her” (A. Rush & J. Rush, 1992, p. 65).

As a young person she was not free of prejudice, as she
disapproved of her sister’s friends who were of other races
or social classes. In 1933, on impulse she married Stanley
Ryder, but the marriage was not successful. According to
her sister, it was “physical attraction only” (A. Rush & J. Rush,
1992, p. 66).

Somehow she became an ardent pacifist. When her hus-
band was drafted in 1942, she urged him to become a con-
scientious objector, but he refused. Her pacifist views
stopped her from visiting him at the camp. He filed for
divorce. She volunteered with peace organizations and was
a legislative lobbyist in Washington, D.C., for the Women’s
International League for Peace and Freedom (A. Rush &
J. Rush, 1992).

PEACE PILGRIM’S TIMELINE OF HER 
PSYCHOLOGICAL AND SPIRITUAL GROWTH

In her talks Peace Pilgrim would draw the phases of her
psychological and spiritual maturing as shown in Figure 1.
The flat horizontal phase of emotional ups and downs of
small amplitude—point (1) in her graph—she called “ordi-
nary living, stably governed by self-centered nature,” a life
spiritually lacking and of little depth, with maybe only an
occasional glimpse of higher truth. This would correspond
to Dabrowski’s unilevel development that is characterized
by shifting mood, inconsistent ways of acting, being easily
swayed by social opinion as well as a tendency to recycle
one’s problems, with little of inner direction. However,
there is no evidence of anything like this in her life; rather,
there are strong multilevel elements; that is, evaluating
experiences and behaviors in terms of higher versus lower
in oneself (and also in the world), as we saw in the charac-
teristics of her developmental potential: awareness of
choice in her life, sense of responsibility for the choice,
evaluation of what was around her, looking at the world
with clear eyes and sorting out what made sense. She said
that among the hodgepodge of her childhood learnings was
a set of opposites. She was trained to believe that she should
be kind and loving and never hurt anyone and, on the other
hand, if so ordered, that it was honorable to maim and kill
people in a war. This did not confuse her, because it was so
obviously wrong. The other did, and that was “to be generous
and unselfish and, on the other hand, to get out there and
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grab more than my share” (Friends of Peace Pilgrim, 1977).
This one confused her until she reached the point of surren-
der to a higher cause.

She made two important discoveries that brought her to
the first critical point in her spiritual journey. As her values
were emerging, she was moving away from material things
but seeking a deep purpose to give her life meaning:

In the first place I discovered that making money was easy.
And in the second place I discovered that making money
and spending it foolishly was completely meaningless. I
knew that this was not what I was here for, but at that time
. . . I didn’t know exactly what I was here for. (Peace Pilgrim,
1982, p. 4)

The next excerpt shows how her compassion brought her to
the point of radically changing her life—point (2) in her
graph:

I became increasingly uncomfortable about having so much
while my brothers and sisters were starving. Finally I had to
find another way. The turning point came when, in despera-
tion and out of a very deep seeking for a meaningful way of
life, I walked all one night through the woods. I came to a
moonlit glade and prayed. I felt a complete willingness,
without any reservations, to give my life—to dedicate my
life—to service. “Please, use me. Take all of me!” I prayed
to God. And a great peace came over me.

I tell you, it’s a point of no return. After that, you can
never go back to completely self-centered living. (p. 7)

This moment was a decisive act of will and of surrender.
She called it “the first hump of no return.” A new phase
opened:

And so I went into the second phase of my life. I began to
live to give what I could, instead of to get what I could, and
I entered a new and wonderful world. My life began to
become meaningful. . . . From that time on I have known
that my life work would be for peace—that it would cover
the whole peace picture: peace among nations, peace among
groups, peace among individuals, and the very, very impor-
tant inner peace. However, there’s a great deal of difference
between being willing to give your life and actually giving
your life. (pp. 7–8)

From this point on her “positive disintegration” was deliberate,
self-chosen, and carried out to completion.

Dabrowski used to gesture how in multilevel develop-
ment the ups and downs have an upward trend. And this is
how Peace Pilgrim drew it in two of her recorded talks. The
amplitude of the ups and downs at point (3) is far greater
than in ordinary living, no doubt because the moments of
higher consciousness illuminate dramatically the lowness of
their opposites. The overall trend is upward, whereas in
ordinary living it is flatly horizontal (unilevel!).

In Dabrowski’s terms, intense inner conflict takes
place in Level III, between “what is”—the undesirable
traits and tendencies that one has—and “what ought to be”—
the desirable, humanly better qualities that one yearns to
develop.

In the 15 years that followed her first point of no return,
Mildred Norman attempted to live what she believed. She
entered the battle between the lower self and the higher
self or, as she put it, the self-centered nature struggling
with the God-centered nature. This took hard inner work:
“It’s as though we have two selves or natures or two wills
with two contrary viewpoints” (Peace Pilgrim, 1982, p. 8).
It was “lots of hills and valleys”  (Peace Pilgrim, n.d., p. 2).

The first phase of multilevel development is called spon-
taneous; it has humble beginnings in disquietude and aston-
ishment with oneself, the first stirring of the higher versus
lower in oneself. But Peace Pilgrim started with a total com-
mitment and determination to carry through on her vow to
give her life over to service; “Use all of me” she said. In
other words, her development at this point already had strong
features of Level IV.

During the spiritual growing up period the inner conflict can
be more or less stormy. Mine was about medium. The self-
centered nature is a very formidable enemy and it struggles
fiercely to retain its identity. . . . It knows the weakest spots
of your armor and attempts a confrontation when one is
least aware. (Peace Pilgrim, 1982, p. 8) 

It is hard to say at what point the transition to Level IV
(when inner conflict attenuates) took place or whether ever
there was a distinct transition. In fact, Dabrowski did not
see a clear demarcation between these two levels.

FIGURE 1 Peace Pilgrim’s timeline of her inner growth: (1) ordinary living; (2) radical change; (3) the struggle between the lower and the higher self;
(4) first experience of inner peace; (5) extended periods of inner peace; (6) complete inner peace; (7) continued growth.
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Knowing that her life’s work was going to be work for
peace, she embarked on a program of preparation.

PREPARATION

Looking back on her life, she said that she felt she was pre-
paring for her mission even as a child, without knowing
what she was preparing for. A sense of mission, that some
gifted children feel as a compelling guiding force in their
lives, is called entelechy (Lovecky, 1990).

After that night of prayer and complete surrender, her
first moment of no return, she went on to work with troubled
teenagers, the psychologically troubled, and the physically
and mentally handicapped. It is in those 15 years that the
struggle between her self-centered nature and her God-centered
nature took place.

She undertook a tough program of physical and spiritual
preparation. From May to October 1952, starting in Georgia
and finishing in Maine, Mildred embarked on a 2,000-mile
hike of the Appalachian Trail, plus 500 miles of side trips to
“points of special beauty.” She was the first woman to com-
plete the entire trail in one continuous trek.

I lived out-of-doors completely, supplied with only a pair of
slacks and shorts, one blouse and one sweater, a lightweight
blanket, and two double plastic sheets, into which I some-
times stuffed leaves. I was not always completely dry and
warm, but enjoyed it thoroughly. My menu, morning and
evening, was two cups of uncooked oatmeal soaked in water
and flavored with brown sugar; at noon two cups of double
strength dried milk, plus any berries, nuts or greens found in
the woods.

I had been thoroughly prepared for my pilgrimage by
this toughening process. A walk along the highway seemed
easy by comparison. (Peace Pilgrim, 1982, p. 54)

Completing the Appalachian Trail was her test of living
simply, at the bare level of one’s needs, including tests of
endurance in all weather conditions, without hot water,
Walkman, or iPod. In short an extraordinary program of
self-development. What she did through the extreme reduc-
tion of her basic needs is what Dabrowski called “partial
death,” a progressive stripping of all that is unessential. It is
a characteristic of Level IV and associated with the dyna-
mism of self-perfection. She did it with great joy. Toward
the end of trekking the Appalachian Trail she had a vision
of her pilgrimage coast to coast across America.

STEPS TOWARD INNER PEACE

She had by then a complete program of spiritual develop-
ment consisting of 12 steps, on which she elaborated in
detailed, practical terms (Peace Pilgrim, 1982).

Preparations. These steps include (a) assuming the
right attitude toward life, (b) bringing our lives into
harmony with the laws that govern this universe, (c)
finding a special place in the Life Pattern, and (d) sim-
plification of life.

Purifications. These steps include purifications of (a) the
body, (b) thought, (c) desire, and (d) motive (to serve
without thought of a reward).

Relinquishments. These steps require relinquishments of
(a) self-will, (b) the feeling of separateness, (c) all
attachments, and (d) all negative feelings.

These 12 steps would test the mettle of any spiritual
aspirant. They form a succinct distillation of the ideal goals
of many spiritual traditions. Putting such steps into practice
cannot fail to engage the person in the process of multilevel
positive disintegration.

The steps can be taken up in any order. Again and again
she stressed the supreme effectiveness of service: “The
motive, if you are to find inner peace, must be an outgoing
motive. Service, of course, service. Giving, not getting. . . .
The secret of life is being of service” (Peace Pilgrim,
1982, p. 17).

The four relinquishments are the most demanding com-
ponents of her discipline. Relinquishment of self-will means
nothing less than to be governed completely by the higher
self, the God-centered nature. Relinquishment of the feel-
ing of separateness means developing a transpersonal con-
sciousness of a universal self that knows itself to be in all
other selves.

Relinquishment of all attachments means not holding
onto possessions and realizing that one does not possess any
person. It means being happy doing good without any
thought of reward. One can be detached and yet full of joy.
Relinquishment of all negative feelings means to be free of
worry, fear, jealousy, anger, and such. About the relinquish-
ment of the feeling of separateness she said:

We are all cells in the body of humanity. We are not sepa-
rate from our fellow humans. . . . It’s only from that higher
viewpoint that you can know what it is to love your neighbor as
yourself. From that higher viewpoint there becomes just one
realistic way to work, and that is for the good of the whole.
As long as you work for your selfish little self, you’re just
one cell against all those other cells, and you’re way out of
harmony. But as soon as you begin working for the good of
the whole, you find yourself in harmony with all of your fellow
human beings. You see it’s the easy harmonious way to live.
(Peace Pilgrim, 1982, pp. 18–19)

Unlike Assagioli (1991), who advocated a gradual process,
Peace Pilgrim recommended quick relinquishment. To her it
was the easier, faster, and more economic way:

The path of gradual relinquishment of things hindering spir-
itual progress is a difficult path, for only when relinquishment
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is complete do the rewards really come. The path of quick
relinquishment is an easy path, for it brings immediate
blessings. And when God fills your life, God’s gifts over-
flow to bless all you touch. (Peace Pilgrim, 1982, p. 21) 

UNSHAKABLE INNER PEACE

At point (4) in Figure 1 her graph shows a sharp lift to a
higher level and a profound experience, “the first glimpse of
inner peace.”

Then in the midst of the struggle there came a wonderful
mountain-top experience, and for the first time I knew what
inner peace was like. . . . All of a sudden I felt uplifted, more
uplifted than I had ever been. I remember I knew timeless-
ness and spacelessness and lightness. I did not seem to be
walking on the earth. There were no people or even animals
around but, every flower, every bush, every tree seemed to
wear a halo. There was a light emanation around everything
and flecks of gold fell like slanted rain through the air. . . . I
knew before that all human beings are one. But now I knew
also a oneness with the rest of creation. . . . And most won-
derful of all, a oneness with that which permeates all and
binds all together and gives life to all. A oneness with that
which many would call God. . . . I have never felt really sep-
arate since. (Peace Pilgrim, 1982, p. 21; italics in original)

From this moment on the amplitude of the ups and downs
diminishes and attenuates. The “longer and longer plateaus
of inner peace” at point (5) can be interpreted as the initial
phase of secondary integration. The struggle ceases and
there is no more than a slight wobble, perhaps from not yet
being steady on the new level, as Peace noted, slipping out
only occasionally. The occasional loss of inner peace she
now felt more acutely than before. To lose even temporarily
that perfect inner state caused her great distress.

And then at point (6) came “complete inner peace.” It
grew in depth and was hers for the remaining 28 years of
her life. How can we comprehend a complete inner peace?

I could return again and again to this wonderful mountaintop,
and then I could stay there for longer and longer periods of
time, and just slip out occasionally. [Then came a morning
when] I knew that I would never have to descend again
into the valley. I knew that for me the struggle was over,
that finally I had succeeded in giving my life, or finding
inner peace. Again this is a point of no return. You can
never go back into the struggle. The struggle is over now
because you will to do the right thing and you don’t need
to be pushed into it. (Peace Pilgrim, 1982, p. 22; italics in
original)

Note that Peace Pilgrim is using the image of
mountaineering—reaching the mountaintop and leaving
the valley behind. The attainment of complete inner peace
was her spiritual birth: “No longer was I a seed buried under

the ground but I felt as a flower reaching out effortlessly
toward the sun” (Peace Pilgrim, 1982, p. 27). On that day,
toward the end of 1952, she had a vision of her mission. She
saw a map of America with lines drawn in zigzag between
cities from Los Angeles to New York: the outline of her
first marching route across the country.

“AN EMBODIMENT OF ALL HUMAN HEARTS 
THAT ARE PLEADING FOR PEACE”

Amidst the Cold War, the Korean War, in the height of the
McCarthy era, when the threat of nuclear annihilation hung
over humanity, on January 1, 1953, Peace Pilgrim placed
herself ahead of the Rose Parade initiating her march of
25,000 miles for peace. She was 44 years old. Her message
was simple: “This is the way of peace: Overcome evil with
good, falsehood with truth, and hatred with love. There is
nothing new about this message, except the practice of it”
(Peace Pilgrim, n.d., p. 4; italics in original).

Peace Pilgrim simplified her life to an absolute mini-
mum. She wore only one set of clothing and carried with her
only a comb, a toothbrush, and a pencil. She wore a tunic
with the letters PEACE PILGRIM in front and on the back
25,000 MILES ON FOOT FOR PEACE. In this way she did
not have to approach people in order to persuade them of
the importance of working for peace but was approached by
those who were interested. She gave up money and to the
end accepted none. Her diet was simple and vegetarian. She
accepted food and shelter when they were offered. Peace
Pilgrim was fond of saying that she never had to skip more
than three or four meals in a row. When shelter was not
offered, she kept on walking, finding a place to rest in the
woods, by the roadside, and in bad weather under a bridge
or in a bus station.

In the next 28 years she crossed the country on foot
seven times. She talked to churches, schools, interested
groups, colleges, and radio and TV stations. She counseled
people in spiritual as well as in practical matters. She wrote
thousands of letters, sent in care of her sister in New Jersey,
answering questions. Her schedule of appearances was
filled 2 years in advance. She worked hard every day, but in
spirit she was free in her unbroken communion with God.

INNER PEACE, PERSONALITY IDEAL, 
AND SECONDARY INTEGRATION

Peace Pilgrim would mention her “contact” without saying
what, or whom, she meant:

I had learned to pray without ceasing. I made the contact so
thoroughly that into my prayer consciousness I put any condi-
tion or person in the world I am concerned about and the rest
takes place automatically. (1982, p. 73; italics in original)
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This was when she undertook a 45-day fast in order to stay
concentrated on her prayer for peace, to make her prayer
consciousness a state of being. One time she was caught in a
freak snowstorm in Arizona but walked on while her feet
were numb “like lumps of ice.” In the darkness she hit upon
a railing of a bridge, went under the bridge and there she
found a large cardboard packing box with wrapping paper.
She crawled in and pulled the wrapping paper around her.
“Even there shelter had been provided” (Peace Pilgrim,
1982, p. 83). In that experience “only God seemed real . . .
nothing else. I made a complete identification—not with my
body, the clay garment which is destructible—but with the
reality which activates the body and is indestructible” (p. 82).
In other words, her essence is of a higher dimension, a transper-
sonal or spiritual dimension on which the material reality
depends for its existence. Therefore, by her “contact,” she
meant her anchoring in that higher dimension of reality.
Accepting even the smallest provision would have nicked
her living totally on faith.

She referred to her God-centered nature as “my divine
nature,” and she appeared to be able to see that divine nature
in others. To intercede, she presented others to God’s light:

[M]y divine nature reaches out—to contact their divine
nature. Then I have a feeling of lifting them, lifting them,
lifting them, and I have the feeling of bringing God’s light
to them. I try to envision them bathed in God’s light, and
finally I do see them standing and reaching out their arms
bathed in golden light. At that point I leave them in God’s
hands. (Peace Pilgrim, 1982, p. 73)

Though permanently established in the state of inner
peace, she assured us, inner growth continues. Now the progress
is harmonious, with no risk of slipping out. This is how she
described this state:

There is a feeling of always being surrounded by all of the
good things, like love, and peace, and joy. It seems like a pro-
tective surrounding, and there is an unshakeableness within
which takes you through any situation you may need to face
. . . . There is a calmness and a serenity and unhurriedness—no
more striving or straining. (Peace Pilgrim, 1982, pp. 22–23)

And the supply of energy is endless. She remarked, that
when she spoke, energy flowed through her “like electricity
flows through a wire.”

Her mastery over her body, mind, and emotions was
complete:

[T]he higher nature controls the body and the mind and the
emotions. I can say to my body, “Lie down there on that
cement floor and go to sleep,” and it obeys. I can say to my
mind, “Shut out everything else and concentrate on this job
before you,” and it’s obedient. I can say to my emotions,
“Be still, even in the face of this terrible situation,” and they
are still. (Peace Pilgrim, 1982, p. 23)

People who knew her could attest that she indeed possessed
this level of mastery.

Peace Pilgrim realized her goal to become totally gov-
erned by her higher self or, as Dabrowski would say, her
personality ideal, the dynamism that unifies the psyche at
the level of secondary integration.

DYNAMISMS PREPARING SECONDARY 
INTEGRATION

The review of dynamisms of multilevel development draws
on their descriptions and definitions to be found elsewhere
(Dabrowski, 1977; Piechowski, 2003). Peace Pilgrim’s
jagged but steep path to secondary integration is clearly out-
lined in her own drawing (Figure 1). Her 15-year battle
between “what is” and “what ought to be” would seem to
correspond to Level III. Although the dynamisms of Level
III come by many names—disquietude with oneself, positive
maladjustment, dissatisfaction with oneself, and so on—all are
different forms of the tension between the higher and the
lower in oneself, all are varieties of inner conflict, all are
emotionally charged (Dabrowski, 1977). The will is present
in the concept of a disposing and directing center, which at
this level is ascending or descending, that is acting either in
line with “what ought to be” or with “what is”; hence these
great peaks and valleys.

Level III is called spontaneous multilevel disintegration.
But after her surrender there is nothing spontaneous about
Peace Pilgrim’s process. She entered the battle determined
to carry it through, to establish “what ought to be.” One has
to entertain the possibility that in her case dynamisms of
Level III and Level IV ran side by side.

Dynamisms of Level IV are agents of inner restructuring,
exactly what she started doing from the moment of surrender.
Subject-object in oneself, as the process of critical examination
of one’s motives and aims, is an instrument of self-knowledge.
Peace Pilgrim’s recounting of the contradictory principles
she was exposed to as a child—to be kind yet to kill in war
and to be generous and yet to grab for oneself as much as
one can—is one example of this process. But note that it
took place early in her life. Her search to make her life
meaningful is another. Third factor, the executive power of
choice and decision in one’s inner life, a factor of “defining
oneself and acting upon oneself” (Dabrowski, 1967, p. 41),
is strongly expressed in her preparation for her life’s work.
But it is already evident in her response to her high-school
friends, “I have chosen freedom.” Responsibility, taking on
tasks for the sake of one’s own and others’ development,
and an empathic responsiveness to social needs are clearly
manifested in how she was helping others with spiritual and
practical counseling, direct intervention when called for,
uplifting the discouraged, giving talks to interested groups,
through her work with mental patients, and above all taking
up the work for peace.
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The change from a fun-loving woman to a penniless and
homeless pilgrim for peace, from someone with prejudices
to a person of deep empathy, is evidence of extraordinary
inner transformation. Peace Pilgrim’s goal was to serve a
higher purpose and to strip herself of everything that was
not aligned with it. Her 12 Steps Toward Inner Peace con-
tain a clear, detailed, and rigorous program of self-perfection
and education-of-oneself, which she carried out with the utmost
consistency. The dynamisms of self-control—regulating
development and keeping in check interfering processes—
and autonomy—confidence in one’s own development and
freedom from baser inclinations and motivations—appear
redundant at this point.

According to Dabrowski, at Level IV, the disposing and
directing center is unified, one-pointed, acting in total con-
cordance with one’s ideal. As the personality ideal becomes
stronger throughout this level, and the only dynamism at
Level V, the disposing and directing center merges into it.

Pilgrim simplified her life out of empathy and solidarity
with the millions who lead a life of forced deprivation. She
had profound compassion for each individual, and especially
for evildoers. Because she was able to see the spark of good
in everyone, and because “from that higher viewpoint” she
saw all people inseparable from her own universal self, such
malefactors were to her emotionally and psychologically
sick. If this is hard to comprehend, it is because the degree of
inner transformation, her total surrender to her higher self, her
personality ideal, is not within our experience. We would
have to understand first, at some deeper level, what Dabrowski
meant by personality ideal, what transformation of conscious-
ness its realization in Peace Pilgrim’s life has brought about,
what does it mean to be plugged into the inexhaustible source
of the energy of the spiritual universe. Just as we cannot create
an image of the Earth from space without going into space,
we cannot comprehend the spiritual workings of someone
like Peace Pilgrim until we have gone a good distance up the
jagged mountain path.

FURTHER THOUGHTS ON SECONDARY 
INTEGRATION

Her inner transformation appears to be more far-reaching
than the neutral terminology of secondary integration would
suggest:

This clay garment is one of a penniless pilgrim journeying
in the name of peace. It is what you cannot see that is so
very important. I am one who is propelled by the power of
faith; I bathe in the light of eternal wisdom; I am sustained
by the unending energy of the universe; this is who I really
am! (Peace Pilgrim, 1982, p. 126)

If one is not open to her spiritual reality, how is one to
understand her affirmation, “this is who I really am”; that is,

not this body, not this outward personality but someone
immersed in divinity? Saying she is sustained by the inex-
haustible energy of the universe, she uses the same words as
William James did in his study of spiritually gifted people.
He concluded that the visible world is part of an invisible
spiritual universe, and that inner communion with that uni-
verse, or God, fosters inner transformation. The person
gains new zest, an infusion of energy and enthusiasm, and in
relationship to others “a preponderance of loving affections”
(James, 1902/1937, pp. 476–477). James argued that spiri-
tual life of a deep nature is possible only because there is
another side—the spiritual universe—that responds and pro-
duces effects within a receptive mind.

As a philosopher, William James was a pragmatist. A
pragmatist judges ideas, concepts, and observable phenom-
ena by how well they work and by the effects they produce.
James concluded that although the spiritual universe remains
unseen, it nevertheless produces real observable effects,
such as we see in the lives of mystics. Therefore, if the
unseen can produce real effects, the spiritual universe must
be real, too (James, 1902/1937). In a similar vein, Dabrowski
stressed that reality is multilevel and multidimensional, as
each level is a distinct universe. At higher levels the experience
of transcendent realities and the reality of the transcendent
are part of the process (Dabrowski, 1973, 1977).

One of Peace Pilgrim’s associates related how he kept
asking her “What is your secret?” Always extremely reti-
cent about herself, she tried to brush him off but he per-
sisted. She finally said, “I have a secret, but I would not
call it that. There was a time, long ago, when I died,
utterly died to myself” (Friends of Peace Pilgrim, 1995). Relin-
quishing the ego, the self-centered nature, is the goal and
the ultimate achievement of spiritual life. Only then a
person may become a pure channel for God’s light
(Yogananda, 1995).

Peace Pilgrim’s will and her program of inner develop-
ment were perfectly unified with her higher self. She meets,
and surpasses, the criteria of secondary integration as given
by Dabrowski. At the same time, she shows the validity of
Dabrowski’s concept of personality ideal as the dynamism
that at the highest level gathers into itself all the prior dyna-
misms and becomes the source of energy and illumination.
Dabrowski’s definition of secondary integration as the level
of “personality”—“a self-aware, self-chosen, and self-affirmed
structure whose dominant dynamism is personality ideal”
(1977, p. 53)—fully applies here yet falls short of convey-
ing its spiritual depth and transpersonal dimension.

To what does Dabrowski’s concept of personality ideal
correspond in Peace Pilgrim’s (1982) state of permanent inner
peace? From calling her higher self a “God-centered nature”
she moved to calling it “my divine nature” (p. 73), “oneness
with God” (p. 21), “a channel through which God works”
(p. 26), “merged with the whole” (p. 27), “I am not the
body. I am that which activates the body—that’s the reality.
If I am killed it destroys merely the clay garment” (p. 37). In
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other words, it is the higher reality of cosmic consciousness
(Bucke, 1901, Yogananda, 1995).

If the above gives some idea of her higher consciousness,
it goes beyond the concept of personality ideal. There is no
longer a “dynamism,” however conceived, but another
dimension of being, through and through a spiritual dimen-
sion, a higher reality. As long as Peace Pilgrim was in the
process of trying to live according to her higher self, we
could see in it a personality ideal. After attaining inner
peace she felt no separation from people’s individually
packaged selves but an actual consciousness of continuity
with everyone and everything else, a cosmic consciousness.

Yogis have terms for these high states. One is called
sabikalpa samadhi (samadhi “with difference), in which
the experience of oneness requires that the body be still
and the breath suspended. The experience ends when
breath returns. The second is called nirbikalpa samadhi
(samadhi “with no difference”), in which the experience of
cosmic consciousness continues unbroken while operating
the body normally (Yogananda, 1995). It is quite likely
that this was Peace Pilgrim’s state of consciousness.
That’s what all her characterizations of inner peace appear
to convey.

Dabrowski, writing about the fully developed person in
secondary integration, suggested that “special organs or
functions, a kind of transcendental sense” develop that
makes “union with the Infinite” a reality (Dabrowski, 1967,
pp. 23, 26). He also recognized the increased energy that
comes with a high level of development. In some ways,
then, some aspects of Dabrowski’s concept of secondary
integration approach peace Pilgrim’s description of inner
peace. The difference is that her inner peace, borne of union
with God, leaves behind the personality ideal and makes it
superfluous.

Personality ideal will take a different form with each
individual and it is good to remember that it is very active
already in Level IV. For Eleanor Roosevelt it was following
in Christ’s footsteps (Roosevelt, 1940). Dag Hammarskjöld
expressed it in a double image—one of a sustaining element,
suggesting a state of profound inner peace and another of a
magnetic field conveying the ever stronger pull of spiritual
reality:

Now you know. When the worries over your work loosen
their grip, then this experience of light, warmth, and power.
From without—a sustaining element, like air to a glider, or
water to a swimmer . . . through me there flashes this vision
of a magnetic field in the soul, created in a timeless present
by unknown multitudes, living in holy obedience, whose
words and actions are a timeless prayer. (1964, p. 84)

The metaphor of a magnetic field in the soul offers a
glimpse into the inner source of inspiration and energy that
is powered by the willing surrender to an inner ideal
(Piechowski, 2003).

The possible representatives of secondary integration
mentioned at the beginning of this paper are all spiritual
luminaries associated with religion. Peace Pilgrim and Dag
Hammarskjöld started as secular persons but became deeply
spiritual, as did Eleanor Roosevelt. This raises the obvious
question of whether on the path to secondary integration
there is a point when one cannot fail to discover in oneself
one’s spiritual nature.

Peace Pilgrim’s example poses the question of whether
her attainment sets the standard too high by which to judge
secondary integration in other cases. What Peace Pilgrim
called inner peace is a state so profoundly anchored in a
higher dimension of spiritual reality (just recall her descrip-
tions of unshakeableness, unending energy, oneness with all
creation and all human beings)—just as it was for Christ
and Saint Francis, Buddha and Yogananda—that it goes
beyond Dabrowski’s requirements for attaining secondary
integration. If by Kawczak’s (2002) analysis Abraham Lin-
coln can be seen to represent Level V, he did not seem to
have attained inner peace. The question of “minimum require-
ments” for secondary integration remains open for future
investigation to tease out the criteria out of Dabrowski’s
somewhat diffuse and not always consistent descriptions.
One must bear in mind, though, that as each level is a large
universe of many possible patterns, so it is with secondary
integration; there may be many levels within this “highest”
level.

IMPLICATIONS FOR GIFTED EDUCATION

Peace Pilgrim was not alone in stressing that working for
world peace requires personal transformation toward becoming
peaceful in deed, word, and thought. Similarly, Eleanor
Roosevelt (1940) affirmed that democracy cannot work
without each one of us becoming sincere in following a high
ideal. Amidst the Holocaust, Etty Hillesum (1985) wrote in
her diary: “Each one of us must turn inwards and destroy in
himself all that he thinks he ought to destroy in others . . .
every atom of hate we add to this world makes it still more
inhospitable” (p. 222).

Education in general and gifted education in particular
have no provisions for a curriculum of personal growth
(Roeper, 2006). The pressure to achieve and become suc-
cessful increases with every year of schooling. A competi-
tive society works against cooperation and compassion; it
denies the importance of educating the whole person. Until
we take emotional development and personal and spiritual
growth seriously, we have nothing to offer gifted young
people who are seeking ways to secure peace in the world.

Because of their overexcitabilities, gifted teenagers are
more likely to go through the developmental crises of ado-
lescence with greater intensity and anguish than their regular
counterparts (Buescher, 1991; Christensen, 2007). This is
the time when positive disintegration may hit with great
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force but few counselors are equipped to offer understand-
ing and help. When will personal growth come into the
mainstream? When will we be mature enough to give it
attention? We have gradually accepted yoga and meditation
for the benefit of reducing high blood pressure and anxiety.
Yet this is a mere beginning. Though the techniques of per-
sonal and spiritual growth are accessible, their practice with
children is not widespread (Piechowski, 2006).
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