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existential practice grounded in authentic presence, moral courage, and respect for 
inner transformation. Drawing on archival materials, personal reflections, and 
decades of scholarship, it presents Dąbrowski as a uniquely intuitive clinician whose 
radical empathy and developmental insight set him apart. Using a symbolic 
interactionist lens, the paper highlights existential crises as essential to self-directed 
personality development. Overexcitabilities (OEs) play a central role in driving moral 
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The adviser becomes a guide through disintegration, and through authentic education, 
inner conflict, and self-reflection, the theory offers an alternative to conventional 
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Existentialism is a form of philosophical inquiry that explores the problem of 

human existence and centers on the experience of thinking, feeling, and acting. In 

the view of the existentialist, the individual’s starting point has been called “the 

existential angst,” a sense of dread, disorientation, confusion, or anxiety in the 

face of an apparently meaningless or absurd world. Existentialist thinkers 

frequently explore issues related to the meaning, purpose, and value of human 

existence. 

Existentialism was a dominant Weltanschauung (worldview or philosophy of 

life) from the 1850s through the 1980s in philosophy, literature, theater, 

psychiatry, and cartoons. Famous names include: Søren Kierkegaard, Fyodor 

Dostoevski, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Albert Camus, Franz Kafka, 

Woody Allen, Ingmar Bergman, Karl Jaspers, Rollo May, Calvin and Hobbes, 

and Doug Savage. The highest values in existentialism include personal freedom 

and authenticity. These are major concepts in the work of Dąbrowski as 

achieving these values often means that anxiety and disintegration are necessary. 

But Dąbrowski went beyond the philosophical question to explain how 

nervousness creates tension in the individual that leads to self-awareness and 

authenticity in the personality ideal through angst and disintegration. He explored 
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the use of the adviser role in leading a person through this process, not only as a 

therapist but as a guide. 

The Role of Nervousness and Overexcitability  

in Development 

The term nervousness was present in Dąbrowski’s earliest work (Wells & 

Falk, 2021). In the beginning of his career, Dąbrowski was concerned with 

suicide, self-mutilation, and the lives of eminent and creative individuals 

(Dombrowski, 1929; Dąbrowski 1937). As he understood these lives, he saw the 

existence of psychic overexcitabilities, and the strong effect of imaginational, 

intellectual, and emotional OEs acting in combination. This combination, 

Dąbrowski asserted, results in the processes of retrospection and prospection. 

These processes, in turn, make possible the dynamisms of self-awareness and 

authentism. 

 

Positive disintegration takes place in sensitive, nervous and 

psychoneurotic individuals. They are receptive to “mental wounds”; their 

psychic excitability is greater, their threshold of frustration is lower—that 

is to say, they are more sensitive; they do not easily forget their 

experiences, and they do not adjust easily to new situations. They often 

display mild symptoms of depression and anxiety. They manifest 

existential attitudes and express—using Kierkegaard’s term—“fear and 

trembling.” This allows such individuals a wider, deeper and more 

authentic understanding of a multidimensional reality. It gives them 

astonishment with and anxiety towards themselves and the world; it 

gives them an original, rich and creative attitude to reality. (Dąbrowski, 

n.d. b, p. 4) 

 

The five areas of nervousness were named over a period of years as 

Dąbrowski matured in his clinical practice. Dąbrowski called these areas of 

nervousness increased psychic excitability and named them based on the type of 

response to external and internal stimuli. The responses were further divided 

between global and narrow forms. The narrow forms had distinctly limiting 

effects, while the global forms have the potential for existential angst initiating 

positive personal development. 

 

Psychic overexcitability in each of its forms is displayed either in all-

inclusive or confined forms. For instance, in an all-inclusive form 

emotional overexcitability may seize the whole psyche in a stream of a 

psychoneurotic process such as general depression or anxiety. In its 

confined form, it is displayed, for instance, as phobias. In such reactions 

as neurasthenia or hypochondriasis, emotional overexcitability is also in 

its confined form. Psychomotor overexcitability in the all-inclusive form 

manifests itself as a general restlessness, sudden movements, and 

explosions of anger or screaming. There may be psychomotor crises, 

which although similar in display to the above, reach deeper into psychic 

life, even to the unconscious and the subconscious, last longer and have a 
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poorer prognosis. Confined forms of psychomotor overexcitability 

appear as ticks and hyperkineses. The all-inclusive forms of 

overexcitability are more conducive and receptive to developmental 

transformations. (Dąbrowski, 1996, pp. 73-74) 

 

Although he used the terms interchangeably, nervousness became over-

excitability in Dąbrowski’s work to emphasize that the responses to stimuli had a 

lower threshold and stronger expression than normal (Wells & Falk, 2021). The 

general population is protected from existential anxiety by adopting social roles 

and social norms and the values that go with them. These processes are well 

established in social psychology and micro-sociology (symbolic interaction) 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Goffman, 1959). 

The narrow forms of OE can produce one-sided development and have a 

poor prognosis. An example of such a poor prognosis, due to one-sided 

development, occurs when an OE contributes to paranoia. This may occur where 

“mental processes and structures are strongly ‘integrated’ and resistant to 

environmental influence” (Dąbrowski, 1970, p. 30, and discussed in Wells & 

Falk, 2021). One-sided development can lead to an absence of internal conflict, 

which is a hallmark of positive disintegration. When an individual’s psychic 

energy is concentrated in a single area, it may not lead to the broader struggles 

necessary for developmental transformation.  

In such cases, psychomotor OE may result in hyperactivity or even the 

possibility of violent physical behavior, such as fighting (Dąbrowski, 1996),  

and individuals may engage in self-torment and self-mutilation (Dąbrowski, n.d. 

b). Imaginational OE may bring about inattention, distractibility, and the 

possibility of life in a fantasy world at the exclusion of social reality, and 

eventually drug addiction (e.g., Campbell, 1993). When sensual OE is the 

dominant form, it can reside “on the borderline between psychopathy and 

nervousness” and impedes the ability for psychic transformation (Dąbrowski,  

n.d. b, p. 285). Dąbrowski (n.d. b) saw dominant sensual OE as an obstacle to 

overcome through the strengthening of other aspects of developmental potential: 

 

In cases of children who possess a certain development potential and 

who are intelligent it may be enough to draw their attention, in the sphere 

of their own experiences, to the fact that they should slowly try to 

develop other forms of excitability (emotions, imagination, intellect) 

apart from the sensual excitability which they already possess, to explain 

to them that only a more universal development will open to them the 

richness of experiencing, will allow them to find true friends and to 

understand other people and themselves. (pp. 286-287) 

 

Narrow emotional OE may result in “outbursts, states of anxiety, phobias, 

and affective importunities” (Dąbrowski, n.d. b, p. 283). Strong emotional OE 

can lead to a diagnosis of schizophrenia because of the double reaction of the 

emotional need for others and the fear of relations with others and paranoia. 

Finally, narrow intellectual OE “may ‘predominate,’ e.g. [lead to] superiority, 

aggression, etc.” (Dąbrowski, n.d. b, p. 287) and eventually to psychopathy with 

its total egocentricity. 
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If someone does not see himself and his deficiencies, if he is a rigid 

egocentric, if his inner psychic milieu is not developed, if he has no inner 

psychic transformation (and hence no possibility of transcending his 

psychological type) then such a man transfers his irritations and 

misunderstandings onto the world and people outside himself. In his 

mind, his difficulties always originate in the ill will of others. 

(Dąbrowski, 1972, p. 134) 

 

While many individuals with narrow OEs and one-sided development may 

achieve conventional success—excelling in specialized fields or demonstrating 

exceptional abilities—Dąbrowski’s framework evaluates success through the lens 

of multilevel disintegration and, ideally, multilevel integration. From this 

perspective, success is not merely about external achievement or skill mastery 

but about inner transformation, moral growth, and the development of a self-

created, autonomous personality. Narrow OEs may foster expertise, but unless 

they contribute to self-reflection, existential questioning, and the restructuring of 

values, they remain limited in their developmental potential.  

Existentialism and the Struggle for Authenticity 

In Dąbrowski’s (1970, 1972, 1996) framework, autonomy is the ability to 

consciously develop oneself and evolve through the dynamic interaction of innate 

predispositions, external influences, and personal agency. Biological and 

temperamental foundations, shaped not only by genetics but also by prenatal 

conditions, epigenetics, and lived experiences, contribute to individual tendencies 

and sensitivities. Socialization further molds development through familial, 

cultural, and educational influences, reinforcing societal norms and expectations. 

Beyond these influences, the capacity for independent thought and self-directed 

growth allows individuals to question, evaluate, and redefine their values, 

fostering authentic personal development. 

Autonomy doesn’t mean rejecting these influences outright but engaging in a 

conscious struggle between inherited tendencies, social pressures, and an 

emerging sense of self (Piechowski, 2017). Identification and imitating the 

behavior of others can play a role in early growth by shaping behavior based on 

external models of individuals representing advanced development. But true 

autonomy comes through the third factor dynamism, where an individual begins 

to actively differentiate between higher and lower choices, developing an internal 

hierarchy of values rather than just automatically operating from what they’ve 

been given. 

From this perspective, autonomy isn’t just about independence—it’s a 

reflective, intentional process of self-determination. It requires questioning  

both what we’ve inherited and what we’ve been taught, engaging in 

introspection, retrospection, and prospection, and committing to a self-chosen 

path of development. Through this process, we move beyond determinism—

biological or social—and take responsibility for shaping who we become. This 

theme runs throughout all of Dąbrowski’s writing on personality development.  

It can also be seen in the work of his colleague Michael M. Piechowski  

(1975, 2020) throughout his career working with the theory of positive 

disintegration. 
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A fundamental aspect of existentialism is the idea that humans possess the 

capacity for choice, which is the foundation of personal freedom. While societal 

structures, cultural norms, and interpersonal expectations create constraints that 

affect decision-making, they do not eliminate an individual’s ability to choose. 

Instead, these constraints define the conditions within which a person exercises 

their agency. Existentialist thinkers argue that freedom is not the absence of 

limitations but the ability to navigate and respond to them, making choices that 

reflect one’s own values rather than merely conforming to external pressures 

(Beauvoir, 2018; Kierkegaard, 1980; Sartre, 1956). 

Even in situations of extreme oppression or hardship, individuals can retain 

the ability to define their own meaning, values, and actions (Dofek, 2010, 

Hillesum, 2002). Dąbrowski’s theory of positive disintegration emphasizes that 

personal growth requires breaking free from imposed structures and re-evaluating 

one’s beliefs and values. The capacity to challenge societal norms and 

internalized expectations is a crucial part of self-directed development, leading to 

authenticity and higher level functioning. 

While societal and relational restrictions may seem to limit freedom, 

existentialism and the theory of positive disintegration both emphasize that 

individuals have the power to choose how they engage with these constraints. 

They can conform, rebel, or transform themselves in response—ultimately 

shaping their path toward authenticity. 

This is not to say that such choices are easy. Before a person can grapple 

with difficult decisions, they must first become aware that they have a choice at 

all. Choices are not only hard to make, but the consequences of those choices 

may also be unexpected, as noted in the song “Where Have All the Flowers 

Gone?” by Pete Seeger in 1955. The last three stanzas written in 1960 by Joe 

Hickerson show how choices can go awry. 

 

Where have all the husbands gone, long time passing? 

Where have all the husbands gone, long time ago? 

Where have all the husbands gone? 

Gone for soldiers everyone 

Oh, when will they ever learn? 

Oh, when will they ever learn? 

Where have all the soldiers gone, long time passing? 

Where have all the soldiers gone, long time ago? 

Where have all the soldiers gone? 

Gone to graveyards, everyone. 

Oh, when will they ever learn? 

Oh, when will they ever learn? 

Where have all the graveyards gone, long time passing? 

Where have all the graveyards gone, long time ago? 

Where have all the graveyards gone? 

Gone to flowers, everyone. 

Oh, when will they ever learn? 

Oh, when will they ever learn? 

 

These lyrics illustrate the tragic repetition of patterns throughout history, 

where human lives are lost due to war and violence, yet society continues the 
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cycle, failing to learn from past mistakes. Just as existentialist thinkers argue that 

individuals and societies must take responsibility for their actions to break 

destructive patterns, Dąbrowski’s theory suggests that development requires an 

intentional, multilevel struggle toward higher values.  

Existentialism emphasizes the individual as a free and responsible agent, 

actively shaping their own development through conscious acts of will. However, 

authenticity in existentialist thought is not merely about internal consistency 

between values, ideals, and actions—it also implies a commitment to self-

awareness, self-examination, and an openness to higher ethical development. An 

individual’s values and actions can be aligned, but if those values are 

unexamined or self-serving, that alignment does not equate to existential 

authenticity. True authenticity, in this sense, requires an ongoing process of 

reflection, questioning, and striving toward a deeper, more ethically grounded 

self. 

When one’s values, ideals, and actions are not aligned, it creates an inner 

conflict that Dąbrowski recognized as a profound existential problem. Unlike 

existentialist thinkers who emphasized despair and the perpetual burden of self-

choosing (e.g., Sartre), Dąbrowski offered a developmental reinterpretation. He 

saw such crises as opportunities for restructuring the self through disintegration 

and autonomous choice. The personality that emerges from this process is, in his 

words, “a kind of compound of existential and essentialist elements” (Kawczak, 

in Dąbrowski, 1970, p. 16). Rather than being trapped in endless becoming, the 

individual shapes a cohesive inner structure marked by lasting values, 

commitments, and moral direction. Existential conflict, then, is not a dead end 

but a gateway to authenticity. 

Existential crises are not limited to individuals; they can emerge at every 

level of human life, from personal development to global systems. Governments, 

corporations, and entire cultures can experience disruptions that provoke 

passionate anxiety and moral reckoning. The war in Ukraine, for example, 

presents not only geopolitical turmoil but a deep confrontation with human 

cruelty and resilience. Climate change, as a slow-moving global catastrophe, 

raises profound questions about survival, responsibility, and collective values. At 

the individual level, Melissa Bernstein (2021) offers a powerful example of 

existential struggle transformed through inner work. Her experience of intense 

overexcitabilities became a catalyst for meaning-making and psychological 

growth, demonstrating how internal conflict can give rise to an authentic, self-

determined life. 

War, Trauma, and the Drive for Meaning 

Dąbrowski’s (1994) experiences with World War I and World War II formed 

the basis for his existential passionate problem: “there is so much evil…so much 

injustice, so many harmed and humiliated” (p. 91). During his adolescence, 

Dąbrowski witnessed the death of soldiers—twenty million died and another 

twenty million were injured. During the catastrophic scale of destruction, cultural 

life found ways to recover. 

During World War II (1939–1945), the global death toll exceeded 70 million, 

with Poland suffering immense losses. In 1939, Nazi Germany, under Hitler’s 

leadership, invaded Poland, leading to the deaths of approximately 6 million 
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Polish citizens, including 3 million Jewish people, as part of the Holocaust 

(Snyder, 2010; United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, n.d., c). In 1943, 

Soviet forces, under Stalin, seized control of Poland, bringing further suffering. 

Under Soviet rule, at least 150,000 Poles were executed, 500,000 were 

imprisoned, and over 1 million were deported to Siberia (Applebaum, 2003). The 

widespread devastation reshaped Polish culture and society, reinforcing 

Dąbrowski’s belief in the fragility of human existence. 

These events did not merely sensitize Dąbrowski, they radicalized his moral 

vision. He said that witnessing the depth of human suffering propelled him not 

into despair, but into a fierce determination to act as a social reformer (1994, p. 

90). He sought to transform systems and individuals alike, and his existential 

response was not nihilism but ethical commitment. Carpe diem, for Dąbrowski, 

was not a call to hedonism but a moral imperative to seize the day in service of 

authenticity, compassion, and the transformation of self and society. 

Some have suggested these events made Dąbrowski sensitive, but Dąbrowski 

(1994) said it made him a social reformer. Seeing that “there is so much evil…so 

much injustice, so many harmed and humiliated” made him wish to change the 

world. As a therapist, Dąbrowski saw that psychopaths, also known as 

narcissistic psychopaths or, in modern terms, malignant narcissists were the 

primary cause of governmental and corporate existential crises (Mika, 2017).  

Psychopaths are characteristically insensitive to others, do not experience 

anxiety, lack remorse or shame, are extremely egocentric, lack the capacity to 

love, and believe their morbid tendencies are superior. As a result, they often rise 

to positions of power, becoming successful autocrats within their spheres of 

influence. The therapeutic prognosis for psychopaths is poor, with treatment 

offering little to no effectiveness. 

The solution to existential crises lies in the acceptance of universal values 

formed through authentic education. In Dąbrowski’s framework, authenticity is 

not just about self-expression or consistency with personal desires—it is a deeply 

moral and developmental process. It involves recognizing the uniqueness of 

oneself and others, engaging in self-examination, and committing to higher 

values that transcend egoistic or socially conditioned motivations.  

Authentic education fosters this process by encouraging critical thinking, 

ethical reflection, and a respect for individual differences, rather than prioritizing 

rote learning, quantitative measures, or other external measures of achievement. 

Dąbrowski describes authenticity as follows: 

 

In human life the authentic is all that affirms the individual, unrepeatable, 

unique value of human beings and at the same time harmonizes these 

attitudes with needs and values of other men, who are similarly unique, 

unrepeatable, and individual. The authentic is this combination of an 

appreciation of personal dignity towards others with the same attitude 

toward ourselves which in turn transfers these attitudes to the group. The 

authentic is that which expresses the need to treat ourselves as both 

subjects and objects and to treat others primarily as subjects, i.e., 

sensitive, reflective, beings who aspire to higher levels of values, who 

suffer in the present from internal and external conflicts, and who have 

their own individual aspirations, problems, abilities, and experiences. 

(Dąbrowski, n.d., a, p. 2) 
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For Dąbrowski, authentic education is articulated by multilevel individuals, 

such as artists, authors, scientists, lyricists, philosophers, and playwrights. 

The majority of people’s values stem from adopting their parents’ beliefs and 

behaviors, or from embracing institutional frameworks, such as religion or 

political ideologies, without critical reevaluation. Dąbrowski described this 

phenomenon as part of the second factor, where “values are internalized from 

external sources: parents, church, government, authority of the printed word,” 

and the individual “accepts stereotyped ideas and values” due to a lack of internal 

structure to support independent evaluation (1996, p. 33). When frameworks are 

inherited through socialization and tradition, without inner conflict or self-

examination, this reflects what Dąbrowski would call unilevel living, adapted 

with the social environment rather than reflective, developmental growth. 

The general population is protected from experiencing existential anxiety by 

their acceptance of social roles and social norms, which provide a sense of 

stability, meaning, and belonging. These protective mechanisms are well 

established in social psychology and micro-sociology, particularly in symbolic 

interactionism (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Goffman, 1959; Mead, 1934). 

Symbolic interaction theory emphasizes how individuals construct their sense of 

self through interactions with others, internalizing societal expectations and 

shared meanings. People learn who they are, what is important, and how they 

should behave through ongoing social exchanges, rituals, and institutions that 

reinforce collective norms. Their social environment molds their definitions of 

self, ideals, and behaviors (Falk & Miller, 1998). 

A major problem arises when autocrats seize control of the social 

environment and manipulate these shared meanings to serve their own interests. 

Instead of fostering existential security, social roles and norms become tools of 

control, restricting personal agency and suppressing independent thought and 

moral reflection. Rather than providing a foundation for authentic development, 

society can impose rigid structures that discourage questioning and self-

exploration, reinforcing conformity over personal growth. 

When the tension between external demands and inner experience becomes 

too great, individuals may begin to feel a profound sense of unease. They  

might not yet be able to name this discomfort, but it manifests as a conflict 

between their imposed identity and a vague and unarticulated sense that 

something is wrong. This psychological dissonance from living according to 

external expectations that no longer feel tenable can lead to a breakdown of 

previous certainties. It is in this space of contradiction and emotional strain  

that symptoms like anxiety, nervousness, and psychosomatic disturbances begin 

to surface. Dąbrowski (n.d., b) called this unilevel disintegration and described 

how the individual experiencing it lacks a clear direction out of suffering 

because: 

 

In psychosomatic disorders, we usually deal with very strong inner 

tension and with insufficient transformation ability, transformation to 

higher psychic levels. We are dealing, in other words, with the process of 

unilevel disintegration, a time when the elements of multilevel 

disintegration are not sufficiently developed, and both self-control, and a 

disposing and directing center on a higher level are absent. Strong 

external “collisions” and strong inner conflicts, both thwarting the 
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normal release and channeling of energy, create such tensions that a 

person is forced to seek, immediately palliative actions, which may take 

the form of hyper-kinesis, tics, unconsciously controlled spasms, etc.  

(p. 137) 

 

Dąbrowski (n.d., b) believed unilevel disintegration is best treated with 

traditional psychotherapies as it lacks the developmental dynamisms necessary 

for transformation. He described three potential outcomes for unilevel 

disintegrated individuals who receive treatment. First, their psychosomatic 

conditions are resolved, and they return to unilevel integration, accepting their 

social roles and social norms. 

Second, they may remain in chronic unilevel disintegration where they stay 

trapped in a chronic recycling of internal and external conflicts, characterized by 

ambitendencies and ambivalences. Lacking the ability to commit to a clear 

direction, they embody the paradox of refusing to make a choice—yet, in doing 

so, they default to following external influences. 

Third, a small subset may begin to shift toward multilevel disintegration, 

which is marked by an emerging and growing sense of unease with oneself. 

These individuals engage in some introspection and self-observation, recognizing 

discrepancies within themselves. However, they have not yet developed the 

capacity for deep self-evaluation or the conscious emotional discovery and 

restructuring of their values. 

 

Psychoneuroses—especially those of a higher level—provide an 

opportunity to “take one’s life into one’s own hands.” They are 

expressive of a drive for psychic autonomy, especially moral autonomy, 

through transformation of a more or less primitively integrated structure. 

This is a process in which the individual himself becomes an active agent 

in his own disintegration, and even breakdown. Thus the person finds a 

“cure” for himself, not in the sense of rehabilitation but rather in the 

sense of reaching a higher level than the one he was prior to 

disintegration. (Dąbrowski, 1972, p. 4) 

 

While unilevel disintegration can at times be deeply distressing, only those 

who begin to question their existing beliefs and engage in self-reflection have the 

potential to move toward higher levels of personality development. We don’t 

know statistically how many individuals are represented in the five types of 

development outlined by Dąbrowski, but we can say with certainly that those in 

multilevel development are the minority.  

Existentialism and Dąbrowski’s theory of positive disintegration converge on 

the idea that freedom lies in how individuals engage with crises and constraints, 

not how they live in the absence of them. Authenticity emerges through processes 

of retrospection and prospection, where individuals critically examine their past, 

envision a higher future, and consciously reshape themselves. Those who remain 

in unilevel integration conform to societal norms without question, protected 

from existential anxiety by adopting social definitions of self and meaning. For 

those who experience multilevel disintegration, existential crises become 

catalysts for transformation, fostering the development of autonomy, self-

awareness, and moral responsibility. 
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Dąbrowski’s (1975, 1994) experiences with war, oppression, and human 

suffering reinforced his belief that societal structures often reward psychopathy 

and authoritarianism, perpetuating cycles of destruction. The antidote to these 

crises, he argued, lies in authentic education, which nurtures independent  

moral reasoning and self-created, higher values rather than conformity. While 

most people remain within the safety and limits of unilevel integration, a  

small minority—through reflection, struggle, and guidance—undertake the 

demanding work of inner transformation. The challenge posed by existential  

and developmental crises is clear: when will they ever learn to break from 

unilevel existence and strive toward a more conscious, ethical, and self-

determined life? 

 

Psychic overexcitability in relation to oneself and the environment is 

always one of the basic causes of inner tensions, conflicts with oneself 

and with the environment. It forces one to cut paths leading to multilevel 

positive disintegration. (Dąbrowski, 1972, p. 125). 

The Role of Overexcitabilities in Personality Development 

How does the small minority of people in multilevel development get there? 

Multilevel psychoneurosis begins with global overexcitabilities, which are all-

encompassing and exist in combination, meaning they affect multiple areas of a 

person’s life simultaneously and intensely (Dąbrowski, 1972, 1996). For 

example, an individual with emotional, imaginational, and intellectual OEs in 

combination may experience deep existential concern (emotional OE), vivid 

mental imagery of ideal possibilities (imaginational OE), and relentless 

questioning of their values and reality (intellectual OE). This combination can 

lead to intense inner conflict and heightened self-awareness, which drive 

multilevel disintegration. 

Similarly, someone with strong psychomotor OE in addition to emotional and 

intellectual OE might not only experience deep feelings and intellectual striving 

but also physical restlessness, heightened energy, and tension that make it 

difficult to disengage from existential struggles. Dąbrowski often referenced the 

emotional, imaginational, and intellectual OEs, but all five can be present. In 

fact, for multilevel disintegration to be possible, they must be present in some 

combination, providing the raw material that fuels development. 

Overexcitabilities are more than just heightened sensitivities; they represent  

a neurological foundation for experiencing reality in a qualitatively different  

way (Piechowski, 2014). Those with strong global OEs perceive the world  

in a heightened, multidimensional manner, where emotions are deeply felt, 

imagination fuels an expanded sense of possibilities, and intellect drives intense 

questioning and self-examination (Dąbrowski, 1972). 

The presence of multiple OEs creates the conditions for introspection  

and self-evaluation, as heightened sensitivity across different domains forces  

the individual to engage deeply with both their internal world and external 

reality. Without this intensity and depth of experiencing, the emotional,  

moral, and existential conflicts necessary for transformation would not  

emerge: 
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Each form of overexcitability points to a higher than average 

sensitivity of its receptors. As a result, a person endowed with 

different forms of overexcitability reacts with surprise, puzzle-

ment 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 overexcitabil-

ity, and especially one who manifests several forms of overex-

citability, 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. En-

hanced excitability is thus a means for more frequent interactions 

and a wider range of experiencing. (Dąbrowski, 1972, p. 7) 

Foundations of Growth 

Along with the OEs, the processes of retrospection and prospection play a 

crucial role in the emergence of multilevelness—the capacity to perceive both 

higher and lower aspects within oneself. This vertical split is not just an outcome 

of development, but an active process fueled by dynamisms that enable self-

examination and transformation. In fact, the dynamisms themselves constitute the 

very process of perceiving and evaluating higher versus lower choices, thoughts, 

and behaviors. As an individual experiences guilt, inferiority toward oneself, and 

engages in subject-object in oneself, self-education, and autopsychotherapy, they 

are not only experiencing inner conflict but also actively shaping their awareness 

of higher versus lower possibilities (Falk & Wells, 2019). It is through these 

dynamisms that retrospection and prospection gain developmental significance, 

guiding the individual toward conscious self-evolution. 

Through retrospection, an individual evaluates past behaviors, thoughts, and 

emotions in relation to their developing values and ideals, often experiencing guilt 

or dissatisfaction with past choices. Prospection involves the forward looking 

process of imagining and striving toward a higher ideal, choosing the behaviors 

and attitudes that align with one’s evolving personal hierarchy of values. 

Dąbrowski (1964, 1967) described retrospection as a crucial process shaping 

an emotionally discovered hierarchy of values, allowing an individual to 

critically analyze past actions and recognize moral and existential shortcomings. 

This retrospective analysis is linked to affective memory, which ensures that 

emotional experiences remain vivid and contribute to an individual’s self-

evaluation. Prospection is a creative and imaginative process allowing a person to 

envision and aspire toward higher levels of personality development, guided by 

their emerging personality ideal. 

 

Imaginational hyperexcitability can provide a basis for the devel-

opment of prospection and retrospection, that is to say, the ability 

to use one’s past experiences in the planning of the future. Intel-

lectual hyperexcitability, accompanied by other forms of overex-

citability, especially emotional and imaginational, together with 

some potential for intuition, can lead to an early development of 

special interests and talents. (Dąbrowski, 1970, p. 31) 
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Dąbrowski emphasized that the combination of emotional, imaginational, 

and intellectual OEs play a fundamental role in these processes. Emotional OE 

provides the emotional intensity and affective memory necessary to reflect 

deeply on past experiences and perceive discrepancies between one’s actions and 

their ideals. Imaginational OE fuels prospection by generating visions of possible 

futures, allowing one to conceive of what they could become. It also facilitates 

counterfactual retrospection: the ability to imagine alternative actions and 

outcomes, contributing to moral learning and the desire to grow. In heightened 

states of awareness, this bidirectional movement—looking backward with 

emotional insight and forward with imaginative reach—can lead to profound 

psychological clarity. 

Dąbrowski sharply contrasted this view with the mechanistic assumptions of 

traditional behaviorist psychology, which reduces behavior to linear stimulus-

response patterns. He argued that such models fail to account for the inner 

complexity of human development. In his view, responses are not simply 

reactions to external stimuli, but are shaped by inner dynamisms such as 

retrospection, affective memory, and prospection. These inner processes give rise 

to transformed responses that are infused with meaning, informed by past 

emotion, and directed by future aspiration. Drawing on Bergson, Dąbrowski 

emphasized that a human response may contain more complexity and 

developmental significance than its initiating cause, breaking with linear 

causality and illustrating the autonomous, creative potential of personality 

development (Dąbrowski, 1970). 

These reflective processes of appraisal provide the basis of self-education  

and autopsychotherapy, as individuals actively seek knowledge and strategies  

for personal growth. Through retrospection and prospection, they engage in 

conscious efforts to refine their values, expand their understanding, and change 

maladaptive behaviors. This self-directed development enables them to cultivate 

emotional resilience and chart a course toward greater authenticity (Dąbrowski, 

1967).  

While emotional, imaginational, and intellectual overexcitabilities are often 

highlighted in discussions of personality development, Dąbrowski affirmed that 

all five OEs can contribute to growth when transformed and directed toward 

higher aims (Dąbrowski, 1996). Psychomotor OE, sometimes misunderstood as 

mere restlessness or hyperactivity, can fuel dynamic action and persistence in the 

developmental process. Sensual OE, when integrated with emotional and 

intellectual depth, enhances one’s sensitivity to beauty, aesthetic values, and 

human connection. Rather than dismissing these OEs as lower or distracting, 

Dąbrowski emphasized their potential to support inner transformation when 

subordinated to moral and creative ideals. 

Dąbrowski (1964) also linked creativity to the developmental processes of 

retrospection and prospection, asserting that the most profound creative work 

arises from individuals who experience inner conflict, dissatisfaction, and a  

drive for transformation. A creative person draws from affective memory to 

reinterpret the past while remaining forward-looking and imaginative in shaping 

a vision of what could be. In this way, retrospection and prospection serve as 

dynamic tools for both personal growth and meaningful creative expression  

(Falk & Wells, 2019). 
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The Adviser’s Role in Positive Disintegration 

A person experiencing positive disintegration may find help by finding an 

adviser. The adviser’s role is to guide the development of multilevel dynamisms, 

which is quite different from traditional psychotherapies. An adviser is not a 

traditional therapist but rather a developmental guide, facilitating self-discovery 

rather than imposing any specific direction. Dąbrowski (1967) wrote that an 

adviser’s role in the process of positive disintegration evolves across different 

phases of development.  

In the early phase, the adviser provides stability and reassurance, helping the 

individual differentiate between higher and lower impulses while introducing the 

processes of retrospection and prospection. As the individual moves into 

multilevel disintegration, the adviser shifts from direct intervention to subtle 

guidance, encouraging the emergence of the third factor, which allows for 

independent value selection. 

In the later phase, the adviser becomes more of a collaborative partner, 

offering insight when requested, as the individual takes full ownership and 

control of their development based on a self-discovered personality ideal. 

 

Whereas in the first phase the main role rests with the adviser—that is, 

with the tutor, teacher, parent, or physician—in the second phase of 

development the main role passes to the developing individual himself. 

Nevertheless, this does not mean that help in the development of 

personality is more difficult to give in the first phase or that it is easier or 

superfluous in the second phase. On the contrary, the passage from a 

rather passive sensitization to the phase of the mobilization of one’s own 

forces, to the phase of a strong actuation of one’s internal milieu, to the 

period of disintegration, requires greater responsibility and vigilance on 

the part of the adviser. The help of an adviser must be increasingly more 

imperceptible, ever more subtle, ever more “helpful,” so as not to 

interfere finally, injudiciously, and too distinctly in the developmental 

process of an individual. (Dąbrowski, 1967, p. 151) 

 

Beyond guiding individuals, advisers foster developmental dynamisms, 

helping to cultivate subject-object in oneself, which allows individuals to observe 

their inner conflicts with greater objectivity. Advisers also assist in channeling 

feelings of guilt and inferiority [toward oneself] constructively, ensuring these 

emotions serve as catalysts for self-improvement rather than sources of 

stagnation or despair. Through modeling self-education and autopsychotherapy, 

they encourage independent exploration and critical thinking, helping individuals 

develop greater self-awareness and resilience. Ultimately, advisers reinforce the 

development of the third factor, fostering autonomy, moral responsibility, and a 

self-directed approach to personal growth. 

Advisers also serve as bridges to historical knowledge and intellectual 

communities, ensuring that insights gained through positive disintegration are 

preserved and expanded upon (Wells, 2022). Dąbrowski (1967) recognized the 

importance of collaborative spaces where individuals share ideas and refine their 

understanding of personality development. By introducing individuals to these 
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communities, advisers help ensure the long-term engagement and evolution of 

both personal and collective growth. 

Authentic Development and Tools for Transformation 

Dąbrowski’s clinical approach and development of the theory of positive 

disintegration revealed him to be an existential therapist, emphasizing self-

awareness, autonomy, and authenticity as essential components of development. 

Central to this process are the multilevel dynamisms, which enable individuals to 

critically evaluate themselves and consciously discover and embody a hierarchy 

of values aligning with their emerging personality ideal. Unlike traditional 

psychotherapy, which often focuses on symptom reduction, Dąbrowski’s idea of 

developmental psychotherapy cultivates an individual’s inner capacity for 

transformation, which happens through reflection on their experiences, 

engagement with existential dilemmas, and moral growth. The adviser supports 

this process by encouraging retrospection to deepen self-understanding and 

prospection to envision a higher state of being. 

At the heart of self-directed development are the practices of self-education 

and autopsychotherapy, serving as both programs of change and ongoing 

dynamic forces in the journey toward authenticity. Self-education involves 

acquiring the tools necessary to manage crises, integrate personal experiences, 

and navigate relationships and a broader social environment with increasing 

independence and ethical awareness. Autopsychotherapy focuses these efforts 

inward, offering a dynamic method for responding to disintegration and 

reconstructing one’s inner life. This emphasis on active meaning-making 

resonates applies these methods specifically to the challenges that come up 

during periods of crisis, reinforcing that personal transformation is a lifelong 

process rather than a fixed goal. This focus on continuous self-examination and 

growth aligns closely with existentialist principles, where meaning is not given 

but actively constructed through lived experience. 

Dąbrowski recognized that these developmental processes are driven by 

overexcitabilities, which he described as fundamental properties of the organism 

rather than mere personality traits. These heightened sensitivities amplify 

perception, responsiveness, and emotional intensity, providing the depth of 

experience necessary to engage with existential challenges and propel individuals 

into multilevel development. Rather than viewing neurodivergence as a 

pathology to be treated or suppressed, Dąbrowski’s theory reframes it as a 

powerful force for transformation, offering individuals greater capacity for self-

reflection, moral evaluation, and personal growth. By integrating existential 

thought with a structured developmental framework, Dąbrowski presents a vision 

of psychotherapy that moves beyond adaptation, empowering individuals to 

define their own destiny, refine their values, and ultimately pursue a life of 

authenticity and purpose. 

Author’s Note 

It brought me deep satisfaction and joy to work with Frank for five years as a 

researcher at the Institute for the Study of Advanced Development in 

Westminster, Colorado. During our time as colleagues, we studied Dąbrowski’s 
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work together in depth. We also participated in the Dąbrowski Study Group, a 

gathering of people meeting monthly to discuss works by not only Dąbrowski but 

others who have contributed to our understanding of positive disintegration. 

The first part of the paper was developed based on Frank’s (2022) keynote 

address at the 15th International Dąbrowski Congress, held in 2022 in Denver, 

Colorado. Although Frank had studied overexcitabilities (OEs) as a researcher for 

decades, there were many aspects of Dąbrowski’s theory that remained a mystery 

to him until our work together. It was during our study of the origins and 

conceptual evolution of overexcitability that Frank was exposed to early Polish 

works that provided insights into both OEs and Dąbrowski’s approach that 

opened his eyes to the clinical application of TPD (Wells & Falk, 2021).  

Frank died on April 23, 2023, and his paper was unfinished. His last wish 

was for me to finish it as co-author. It’s been an honor to fulfill that request  

and offer this manuscript based on the draft he left, as well as the copious  

notes and documents I have saved from our work together. I have fleshed out 

Frank’s thoughts on broad vs. narrow overexcitabilities, dynamisms arising from 

OEs, and the role of the adviser for individuals going through positive 

disintegration. 
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