
Dabrowski's Over-excitabilities 
A Layman's Explanation    by Stephanie S. Tolan 

 
Kazimierz Dabrowski was a Polish psychiatrist and psychologist who developed a theory of personality 
development, known as the Theory of Positive Disintegration. Many in the field of gifted education have found 
Dabrowski's theory to be particularly relevant for understanding giftedness (Fiedler, 1997). 
 
Dabrowski talked about OE's - over-excitabilities ("superstimulatabilities"), and how the gifted were extremely 
sensitive in a variety of areas. It's a stimulus-response difference from the norms. It means that in these 5 
areas a person reacts more strongly than normal for a longer period than normal to a stimulus that may be very 
small. It involves not just psychological factors but central nervous system sensitivity.  
 
The five areas are:  
 
Psychomotor 
This is often thought to mean that the person needs lots of movement and athletic activity, but can also refer to 
the issue of having trouble smoothing out the mind's activities for sleeping. Lots of physical energy and 
movement, fast talking, lots of gestures, impulsivity, sometimes nervous tics.  
 
Sensual 
Here's the "cut the label out of the shirt" demand, the child who limps as if with a broken leg when a sock seam 
is twisted. Also a love for sensory things -- textures, smells, tastes etc. or a powerful reaction to negative 
sensory input (bad smells, loud sounds, etc.) The kids tend to be sensitive to bright lights, harsh sounds.  
Another important aspect of this is aesthetic awareness -- the child who is awed to breathlessness at the sight 
of a beautiful sunset or cries hearing Mozart, etc.  
 
Imaginational 
These are the dreamers, poets, "space cadets" who are strong visual thinkers, use lots of metaphorical 
speech. Have inventiveness, creativity, fantasy. They day dream, remember their dreams at night and often 
react strongly to them, believe in magic (take a long time to "grow out of" Santa, the tooth fairy, elves and 
fairies, etc.).  
 
Intellectual 
Here's the usual definition of "giftedness." Kids with a strong "logical imperative," who love brain teasers and 
puzzles, enjoy following a line of complex reasoning, figuring things out. A love of things academic, new 
information, cognitive games, abstraction and theory.  
 
Emotional 
This includes being "happier when happy, sadder when sad, angrier when angry," etc. Intensity of emotion. 
Also a need for deep connections with other people or animals. If unable to find close and deep friends, they 
invent imaginary friends, make do with pets or stuffed animals, etc. Empathy and compassion. A child who 
needs a committed relationship will think herself "betrayed" by a child who plays with one child today and 
another tomorrow and refers to both as "friends."  Fears of death, embarrassment, and guilt. This is also the 
OE that makes the kids susceptible to depression.  
Dabrowski believed emotional OE to be central -- the energy center from which the whole constellation of OE's 
is generated.  
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DABROWSKI'S THEORY OF POSITIVE DISINTEGRATION 
By Linda Silverman 

 
Kazimierz Dabrowski was a Polish psychiatrist and psychologist who developed a theory of personality development,  
known as the Theory of Positive Disintegration. Many in the field of gifted education have found Dabrowski's theory to  
be particularly relevant for understanding giftedness (Fiedler, 1997). 
 
 
Forms and Expressions of Psychic Overexcitability 
 
PSYCHOMOTOR 
Surplus of energy 
Rapid speech, marked enthusiasm, fast games and sports, pressure for action, acting out 
Psychomotor expression of emotional tension 
Compulsive talking and chattering, impulsive actions, nervous habits (tics, nail biting), workaholism, acting out, 
 compulsive organizing, competitiveness 
 
SENSUAL 
Sensory pleasure 
Seeing, smelling, tasting, touching, hearing 
Sensual expression of emotional tension 
Overeating, sexual overindulgence, buying sprees, wanting to be in the limelight  
Aesthetic pleasures 
Appreciation of beautiful objects (gems, jewelry, etc.), writing styles, words 
 
INTELLECTUAL 
Probing questions; problem solving; learning 
Curiosity, concentration, capacity of sustained intellectual effort, avid reading, detailed planning 
Theoretical thinking 
Thinking about thinking, analytical thinking, introspection, love of theory and analysis, moral thinking and development  
      of a hierarchy of values, conceptual and intuitive integration 
 
IMAGINATIONAL 
Free play of the imagination 
Frequent use of image and metaphor, facility for invention and fantasy, facility for detailed visualization, poetic and  
          dramatic perception, animistic and magical thinking  
Spontaneous imagery as an expression of emotional tension 
 
EMOTIONAL 
Intensity of feeling 
Positive feelings, negative feelings, extremes of emotion, complex emotions and feelings, identification with others’ 
feelings,  
       laughing and crying together 
Somatic expressions 
Tense stomach, sinking heart, blushing, flushing 
Inhibition (timidity, shyness) 
Fears and anxieties, feelings of guilt 
Concern with death, depressive and suicidal moods 
Relationship feelings 
Emotional ties and attachments, concern for others (empathy), sensitivity in relationships, attachment to animals,  
         difficulty adjusting to new environments, loneliness, conflicts with others over depth of relationship 
Feelings toward self 
Self-evaluation and self-judgment, feelings of inadequacy and inferiority 
 
(Silverman, 1993, p. 14) 
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