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The term “positive disintegration” reflects the vast range of potential 
changes in personality. To achieve the desired effect in terms of our own de-
velopment, we must first break down some integral, original whole to be able 
to make a new mosaic, forming the more excellent, creative, and valuable person 
we become. Hence, the Theory of Positive Disintegration (TPD; Dąbrowski, 
1967, 1972, 1979, 1996) captures and appreciates the dynamics of co-occur-
ring positive and negative changes at the same time. In this way it potentially 
overcomes the limitation of the majority of post-traumatic growth (PTG) 
approaches (see Jayawickreme & Blackie, 2014) focusing on positive changes 
only and leading to positive response bias (Tomich & Helgeson, 2004), and 
thus of overtly positive reports of growth (Park & Lechner, 2006; see illusory 
PTG or Boals, 2023). It is worth noticing that many studies have not supported 
Tedeschi and Calhoun’s (1996) assumption that PTG emerges gradually in the 
adjustment process (see Tennen & Affleck, 2002). 

These attitudes make the theory potentially very interesting, especially in the 
context of readaptation and/or personality development in the aftermath of Criti-
cal Life Event (CLE). However, one severe hurdle to the investigation, study, and 
application of the Theory of Positive Disintegration is the fact that no suitable 
psychological qualitative instrument exists to measure any Dąbrowskian con-
structs well and allow to observe some changes in the meaning attributed to 
a recent CLE on the timeline at the same time. The Dąbrowski’s idea was to ask 
volunteers to write autobiographies and open-ended responses to Verbal Stimuli 
(VS) to look for key emotional events to assess the type and level of development 
(see Piechowski, 2008). The majority of good quality tools operationalizing TPD 
include some questions or sentences to allow for open-ended responses, however, 
they are not directly related to CLE (e.g., Gage et al., 1981; Miller & Silverman, 
1987). For the review of existing personality development approaches and tools 
please see Supplemental Material 1. 

At the same time, the biographical method, incorporated in the study, allows 
one to grasp the meaning of many given events (including the most recent 
CLE) and their consequences for a person due to indirect questions measuring 
changes that are not always observed by respondents themselves. Research 
has shown that sufferers are not accurate in their perceptions of change when 
compared to how they really have changed (Blackie et al., 2017; Gangel et al., 
2023; Owenz & Fowers, 2019). What is more, recalling the state before the 
event and determining how much they have changed since the event and to 
what extent this change was caused solely by the trauma is a demanding task 
for respondents (Jayawickreme & Blackie, 2014). In consequence, perceived 
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and actual growth have been conflated in PTG literature (Boals, 2023; Infurna 
& Jayawickreme, 2021). This, in turn, justifies the search for a qualitative 
tools that will explain and predict the wider scope and dynamics of personality 
changes (Jayawickreme & Blackie, 2014; Jayawickreme et al., 2020) after CLEs 
and can be measured more independently of the respondents’ declarations. 
The article is the result of these research endeavors.  

The Theory of Positive Disintegration: Conceptualization 

The Theory of Positive Disintegration (TPD; Dąbrowski, 1964, 1967, 1972, 
1996) is an influential theory of personality development. It was called “a 
personality theory for the 21st century” (Mendaglio, 2008). Dąbrowski (1967) 
states: “The process of personality building is characterized by a wandering 
‘upward’ toward an ideal … and the gradual acquiring of a structure within 
which … general human traits appear … [where] … the instincts of a human 
being are to a considerable extent subject to the principle of dynamic disinte-
gration … in order to unify within the process of development in a homogeneous 
personality structure” (pp. 54–55). There are five levels of development 
outlined by his theory: (I) Primary Integration, (II) Unilevel Disintegration, (III) 
Spontaneous Multilevel Disintegration, (IV) Organized Multilevel Disintegra-
tion, and (V) Secondary Integration (Dąbrowski, 1975, 1979). For the 
description of the levels please see Supplemental Material 1. The levels are not 
successive stages but rather different types of development. Furthermore, due 
to its limited developmental potential level I is not the starting point of growth 
in Dąbrowski’s sense and its breakdown may lead up to unilevel disintegration 
(Piechowski, 2014). Besides, the developmental journey can start anywhere. 

The transition from one level to another is not automatic and does not 
correlate with age or maturation. Within the TPD it might be initiated by 
a critical life event (CLE), which is consistent with contemporary research 
(e.g., Edmonds et al., 2008; Park & Folkman, 1997; Roberts & Mroczek, 
2008). However, it is not the experience of stress per se that causes develop-
ment. In fact, the process of disintegration can end in three possible ways: 
(1) personality structure reverts back to the pre-crisis state (recessive), (2) the 
individual falls back to even lower level of development (regressive) and 
(3) the person achieves a higher level of personal development (progressive). 
It is the engagement of the following dynamisms that leads to positive 
outcome: dissatisfaction with oneself, anxiety over oneself, astonishment in 
oneself, conscious interest in the individual’s own mental life and the ability 
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to develop an ever broader and deeper penetration into it, the Third Factor (which 
is both a developmental dynamism and a factor of development in its own right), 
the creation and recognition of relationships, perception of a hierarchy of values 
and purposes, empathy, self-awareness, self-control and self-criticism, self-edu-
cation, autopsychotherapy, autonomy, authenticity, responsibility, and activation 
of personal ideal (Dąbrowski, 1967, 1975, 1979).  

These developmental factors do not correlate linearly and create an intricate 
web of interrelationships, which is unique for each person (Harper et al., 2017). 
Hence, the TPD might solve the inconsistencies in recent observations of 
survivors’ reactions ranging from decline to improvement or even no changes 
at all (e.g., Bleidorn et al., 2019; Chopik et al., 2020) and explain what they 
might depend on. For further information on the contribution of the TPD to 
understanding personality development in comparison with other existing 
approaches please see Supplemental Material 1. 

The Theory of Positive Disintegration: Operationalization 

The process of tool creation consisted in selecting and developing a bio-
graphical method that would allow us to identify a wide scope of key emotional 
events (including a recent CLE) referring to dimensions of the TPD and elabora-
tion a coding system for personality development reflecting the Dąbrowski’s 
assumption of multilevelness of psychic functions. 

Critical Life Events Interview 

Among the ways of measuring the concept recommended by Dąbrowski 
(1979) is a biographical method. This approach, incorporated in the study, ena-
bles measurement of the personality structure on a deeper level than based on the 
items of existing questionnaires. As a result, the structured the Critical Life Events 
Interview (CLEI) has been elaborated. The interview’s questions were formulated 
indirectly. They correspond respectively to the following main dimensions of per-
sonality development: the functions and structure of (1) feelings, (2) drives, and 
(3) values, (4) self-awareness level, (5) ability to solve internal conflicts, 
(6) ability to manage interpersonal conflicts, (7) aspiration for development, 
(8) creativity, and (9) reaction to stress. It should be noted that Dąbrowski directly 
distinguished only the first three of them; however, in the Theory of Positive 
Disintegration one can see remaining dimensions along with the differentiation 
of their indicators depending on the personality development level (PDL). 
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The interview was based on two qualitative instruments: the Life Story Inter-
view (LSI; McAdams, 2001) and the Guided Autobiography (GA; Foley Cen-
ter for the Study of Lives, 1997). In the process of construction of the CLEI, 
the procedure of LSI was shortened to the key life scenes part. Moreover, only 
the most relevant key life scenes from the perspective of TPD were used such 
as high point, low point, turning point, and life challenge. Moreover, such GA 
episodes as continuity, morality, decision, and goal were chosen to enrich the 
constructed CLEI as they referred to the remaining dimensions of personality 
development. 

The CLEI questions (see Supplemental Material 2) refer to the following 
dimensions of TPD: (1) High Point, (2) Low Point, (3) Most Recent Negative 
Critical Life Event (functions and structure of feeling), (4) Goal (functions 
and structure of drives), (5) Morality (functions and structure of values), 
(6) Life Turning Point, (7) Continuity (level of self-awareness), (8) Critical 
Decision (ability to solve internal conflicts), (9) Interpersonal Conflict (ability 
to manage interpersonal conflicts), (10) Activity (aspiration for development), 
(11) Experience of Creativity (creativity), and (12) Life Challenge (reaction to 
stress/change). Dimensions such as “the functions and structure of feeling” were 
matched to three positions of the CLEI (1–3) to acknowledge and observe 
a wider range of feelings. Also, “level of self-awareness” was operationalized 
through two positions of the CLEI (6 and 7) to capture the awareness of both 
what has been changed and what has remained stable in personality over time. 

Coding System for Personality Development 

The Coding System for Personality Development (CSPD) reflects Dąbrowski’s 
assumption of multilevelness of psychic functions. They constitute independent 
dimensions of personality development: (1) functions and structure of feeling, (2) 
functions and structure of drives, (3) functions and structure of values, (4) self-
awareness level, (5) ability to solve internal conflicts, (6) ability to manage inter-
personal conflicts, (7) aspiration for development, (8) creativity, and (9) reaction 
to stress/change. Each psychic function was characterised by Dąbrowski (1967, 
1979) and operationalized in the study based on specific more or less advanced 
dynamisms related to separate PDLs (Dąbrowski, 1975, 1979; see the shapers 
of development, 1996). 

Indicators of personality development included in the coding protocol refer 
to the aforementioned criteria of positive disintegration (i.e., dynamisms of 
the last three levels of personality development; positive changes) and nega-
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tive disintegration (i.e., indicators of pathological changes; Dąbrowski, 1975). 
Coders determine whether or not there is evidence of each of the five levels 
of personality development separately for each interview question referring to 
one concrete dimension. If evidence exists for the level in the narrative, then 
the narrative receives a score from 0 to 5, where 0 denotes Primary Integra-
tion—unsocialized type structure, and 5 denotes Secondary Integration. If no 
evidence exists, the narrative does not receive any score (for more details 
please see Supplemental Material 3). 

Empirical Examination of the Qualitative Tools 

Apart from operationalization of TPD, the main study objective was to 
empirically verify the created qualitative tools. The evaluation employed 
reliability and convergent validity analyses. 

METHOD 

Participants 

The recruitment method was based on the recruitment advertisement 
disseminated on several websites with paid surveys offers. Participants were 
paid $50. The following recruitment criteria were adopted. 

1. Being up to 2 months after the occurrence of a recent negative CLE 
(i.e., a situation of significant imbalance between the resources of an individual 
and some elements of the environment that required immediate changes to the 
so-called ordinary pattern of life; Sęk, 1991). A CLE was distinguished from 
a traumatic event understood in accordance with the DSM-IV (First et al., 2002) 
during the recruitment meeting. People after traumatic events were not in-
cluded in the survey as possible posttraumatic stress disorder and its dynamics 
would alter the process of disintegration in an uncontrollable way. The trau-
matic character of the event was assessed according to criterion A posttraumatic 
stress disorder. Technically, I relied on the volunteers’ declarations, i.e., di-
rect answers to the questions referring to the following A criterion: The person 
has been exposed to a traumatic event in which both of the following were 
present: (a) the person experienced, witnessed, or was confronted with an 
event or events that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury, or 
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a threat to the physical integrity of self or others; (b) the person’s response 
involved intense fear, helplessness, or horror. 

2. Age from 22 to 45 (i.e., early adulthood; Levinson, 1996). 
3. Mental health: As in the aftermath of a CLE it is reasonable to anticipate 

the occurrence of some mood disorders, volunteers were allowed with either 
(1) lowered mood or adjustment disorder only or (2) major depressive disor-
der. At the same time, volunteers with symptoms meeting the criteria of any 
other mental disorders (including personality disorders) were not invited, but 
they could participate in another study. The justification of the criteria was to 
control the mood disorder and prevent intervening other disease symptoms 
with disintegration processes. Particularly, the rigidity of non-adaptive cogni-
tive, emotional and behavioural patterns of psychological functioning specific 
to different kinds of personality disorders could have an uncontrollable impact 
on emotionality, drive, behaviour and level of self-awareness (dimensions of 
Dąbrowskian Theory). The mental state was assessed by a trained clinician 
equipped with standardised diagnostic tools described below.  

4. Neither psychotherapy nor pharmacotherapy directed by professional 
interventions but rather a “spontaneous adaptation path” to a recent CLE. 
Among 77 volunteers who applied for the study, 40 participants were selected 
based on the recruitment criteria (23 women and 17 men) aged from 22 to 44 
(M = 30.43, SD = 5.82). Fifty percent of them had high education level, 32.5% 
were undergraduate/postgraduate students and 15% participants completed high 
school and 2.5% of them completed primary school. All of them were White. 
The participants reported the loss of either a long-term relationship (46.2%), 
their own health (17.9%), a loved one’s health (10.3%), work (23.1%) or an 
unborn child (2.6%). 

Procedure 

To empirically verify hypotheses, a longitudinal repeated narration study 
(N = 40) was conducted three times corresponding to the Transition Cycle 
(Hopson & Adams, 1976): 

 t1: up to two months after a CLE (the provisional adjustment phase), 
 t2: three months later and around five months from a CLE (the inner 

crisis phase), 
 t3: 8+ months from a CLE (the reconstruction and recovery phase). 

Participants were interviewed at each stage (i.e., 3 times) about 1 hour and 
asked to fill in a set of questionnaires (about 25 minutes). 



14  IZABELA KAŹMIERCZAK 

 

Measures 

Psychological outcomes were assessed using qualitative and quantitative 
methods. At the qualifying meeting, volunteers were selected for the survey 
based on the Polish version of the Structured Clinical Interviews for DSM-IV 
Axis I (SCID-I; First et al., 2002) and Axis II (SCID-II; First et al., 1997) 
Disorders. Specifically, the psychological diagnosis was made using Screen-
ing Modules for Axis I and II Disorders and, if necessary, relevant Diagnostic 
Modules Sheets. Based on this criterion participants were divided into two 
groups: (1) non-clinical (i.e., lowered mood or adjustment disorder only and 
(2) with depression (the diagnosis of major depressive disorder). 

In the next step, personality development was assessed with the CLEI (see 
Supplemental Material 2). Each recorded interview was then transcribed ver-
batim. All coding of the PDL was carried out by two independent peer judges 
(psychologists with qualitative research experience). They used the CSPD (see 
Supplemental Material 3). 

To analyse participants’ language LCM typology (Semin & Fiedler, 1991) 
the Polish LCM dictionary (Wawer & Sarzyńska, 2018) was used as the basis. 
In order to analyse the language samples a natural language-processing (NLP) 
pipeline was employed with a number of connected modules: the morphosyn-
tactic analyser Morfeusz (Woliński, 2014), the morphosyntactic disambiguation 
module Concraft-pl (Waszczuk, 2012), dependency parser (Jurafsky & Martin, 
2008) based on a Polish-language MaltParser engine model (Wróblewska, 2014). 
The modules communicate via the Thrift framework. The implementation has 
been integrated into the Multiservice NLP toolbox (Ogrodniczuk & Lenart, 2012).  

The level of abstractness was determined according to the formula described 
in Kaźmierczak et al. (2022). Word sentiment was calculated based on a dic-
tionary of 3276 lemmas, divided into 1494 positive words and 1774 negative 
ones, which is a part of the Sentipejd tool (Buczyński & Wawer, 2008). To 
compute syntactic complexity there was employed a metric for language com-
prehension difficulty (mean dependency distance, MDD; see Liu, 2008), which 
is the measure that use dependency parsing information and the order of words 
in a sentence (the formula can be found in Sarzyńska-Wawer et al. 2023).The 
language coherence describes the degree of similarity between phrases. For 
each phrase, its vector representation was counted: each word was replaced 
with a vector using word2vec (Mikolov et al., 2013) and then these vectors of 
individual words were averaged within each phrase. The similarity between 
phrases was calculated using the cosine of the angle between the vectors rep-
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resenting the phrases. The higher this measure is, the more similar the phrases 
are. First order (fo; the phrases of direct neighbours are compared) and second 
order (so; the phrases of indirect neighbours are compared) are statistics de-
scribing the average similarity between phrases counted with the cosine. 

Apart from the qualitative methods, the main standard psychometric tools were: 
 the Post-traumatic Cognitions Inventory (PTCI; Foa et al., 1999), adapted 

by Dragan, Gulcz, and Wójtowicz (2005); 
 the Post Traumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996), 

adapted by Ogińska-Bulik and Juczyński (2010); 
 the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS; Zigmond & Snaith, 

1983), adapted by Majkowicz, Walden-Gałuszko, and Chojnacka-Szawłowska 
(1994); the tool was applied to measure depression and anxiety symptoms from 
the last week; 

 the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI; Beck et. al, 1961; Czapiński, 1998); 
it was used to measure the intensity of depressiveness present within the last 
month. 

All of the above questionnaires are standard psychological questionnaires 
with satisfying psychometric properties. 

Data Analysis Strategy 

The qualitative tools were developed based on the general psychometric 
principles of scale construction (Dyer, 2006; Rattray & Jones, 2007). In the 
coding process, narratives were translated into numbers considering the pres-
ence/the intensity or absence of analysed indicators of PD. Statistical analyses 
were performed with IBM SPSS Statistics 27. 

RESULTS 

Data Analysis 

In the first step, the qualitative analysis of narratives was performed by two 
peer judges to verify CSPD. As the construct of PDL was rated on a 6-point 
ordered scale, the Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) was chosen for as-
sessing interrater reliability (Shrout & Fleiss, 1979). In t1, the ICCs of coding 
all aspects of PD ranged from .76 to .87. The ICC(2,k) for the total PDL was .92. 
In t2, the ICCs of coding all other aspects of PD were between .74 and .87. The 
ICC(2,k) for the total PDL was .90. In t3, besides the functions and structure 
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of drives (ICC[2,k] = .69), the ICCs of coding all other aspects of PD were 
between .71 and .95. The ICC(2,k) for the total PDL was .89. Based on the 
average total protocol ratings, each participant was allocated to one of five 
PDLs separately for all measurements (see Table 1). 

 
Table 1 

Distribution of Participants to the PDL in Three Measurements in Time 

PDL N (t1) N (t2) N (t3) 

Primary Integration: 
asocialized type 

0 0 0 

Primary Integration: 
socialized type 

 
  5 (12.5%) 

 
   3 (7.7%) 

 
   2 (5.1%) 

Unilevel Disintegration  25 (62.5%) 20 (51.3%) 11 (28.2%) 

Spontaneous Multilevel 
Disintegration 

 
10 (25%)0 

 
16 (41%)0 

 
20 (51.7%) 

Organized Multilevel 
Disintegration 

 
0 

 
0 

  6 (15.5%) 

Secondary Integration 0 0 0 

Note. PDL = Personality Development Level, t1 = the provisional adjustment phase, t2 = the inner 
crisis phase, t3 = the reconstruction and recovery phase of the Transition Cycle. 

 
Then reliability analyses, including all 12 positions of the CLEI, were applied. 

All outcomes appeared to be above the required threshold of α = .70 (Nunnally 
& Bernstein, 1994): Cronbach’s α = .92 (t1), Cronbach’s α = .89 (t2), and 
Cronbach’s α = .90 (t3). Absolute stability was determined with the test-retest 
method. The score was found to be r = .70 (p < .001) between t1 and t2, r = .83 
(p < .001) between t2 and t3, and r = .73 (p < .001) between t1 and t3.  

To identify the changes in PDLs between measurements, a one-way uni-
variate repeated-measures ANOVA was run. The analysis revealed significant 
changes between measurements, F(2, 76) = 30, p < .001, η2 = .44. Post-hoc 
Bonferroni tests showed that PDL was significantly (p < .05) different in all 
measurements: M = 2.27, SD = .6 (t1); M = 2.49, SD = .53 (t2); and M = 2.8, 
SD = .65 (t3). More time passed since a CLE corresponded with a higher PDL.  

The convergent validity of the tool was determined by correlating PDLs with 
(1) linguistic structure of participants’ verbalizations and (2) the questionnaires 
measuring similar constructs. 
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The Language Used 

In t1, partial corelations (with number of words controlled; however it was 
uncorrelated with PDL) were statistically significant or at a tendency level be-
tween PDL and abstractness (r = .28, p = .085; DAVs: r = –.32, p = .050), 
negations (r = –.37, p = .020), and coherence (fo: r = .28, p = .084).  

In t2, partial corelations (with the number of words controlled, which was 
correlated with PDL: r = .52, p = .001) were statistically significant or at 
a tendency level between PDL and abstractness (r = .42, p = .009; DAVs: 
r = –37, p = .022; SVs: r = .29, p = .073; ADJs: r = .35, p = .032), sentiment 
(positive words: r = .40, p = .013), negations (r = –.43, p = .007), and coher-
ence (fo: r = .29, p = .077).  

Similarly, in t3, partial corelations (with the number of words controlled, 
which was correlated with PDL: r = .40, p = .013) were statistically significant 
between PDL and the frequency of the words types related to the language 
abstractness (IAVs: r = .45, p = .005; DAVs: r = –.40, p = .013; ADJs: 
r = .37, p = .022; however, the correlation coefficient with the abstractness 
index has not reached the statistical significance in this case: r = .21, 
p = .207), sentiment (positive words: r = .58, p = .001, negations: r = –.51, 
p = .001), and coherence (fo: r = .33, p = .043). Moreover, PDL was associated 
with complexity: r = .40, p = .012. 

Measuring Similar Constructs 

Moreover, (2) the quantitatively encoded PDL occurred to be correlated 
neither with some emotional state’s indices nor post-traumatic cognitions, re-
gardless the measurement. As the mental health status might play a role, we 
divided the general sample in two groups based on the controlled variable in 
the project and repeated the analyses. 

1. In the non-clinical group: the quantitatively encoded PDL related posi-
tively with the intensity of depression symptoms (r = .43, p = .056) and self-
blame (r = .47, p = .038) in t2. In turn, in t3 it correlated with self-blame (r = .46, 
p < .043). PTG, measured quantitively, obtained one statistically significant 
correlate only in t2: more negative cognitions about others corresponded with 
higher PTGI scores: r = –.72, p < .001. 

2. In the group with depression: the quantitatively encoded PDL did not 
correlate with any variables included in the research, regardless of time. To 
compare, PTGI scores correlated with the aforementioned variables only in the 
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inner crisis phase: more negative cognitions about self (r = –.37, p = .020) and 
higher depressiveness in the last month (r = –.50, p = .030) corresponded with 
lower PTGI scores.  

Furthermore, Student’s t-test showed no significant differences between 
women and men in terms of PDL, regardless of time: t(38) = –.42, p = .674 (t1); 
t(37) = –1.00, p = .292 (t2); and t(38) = –.32, p = .750 (t3). 

The PDL correlated with the PTGI score not earlier than in t3 (r = .34; 
p = .020). The PTGI score in t1 (M = 48.97, SD = 21.69) was significantly 
lower compared to the norm group (M = 60.68, SD = 19.5; t[38] = –3.46, 
p = .002). Similarly, the average PTGI scores from t2 (M = 52.69, SD = 19.52; 
t[38] = –2.47, p = .015); only in t3 it was not significantly different from the norm 
(p = .161). All PTGI scores stayed stable across measurements, F(2,74) = 2.47, 
p = .091, η2 = .06. 

DISCUSSION 

Two qualitative tools have been elaborated to examine personality develop-
ment: the CLEI and the CSPD. They were empirically verified in the present 
longitudinal study. In the case of total personality development and the majority 
of its dimensions, the consistency of codings provided by peer judges appeared 
to be above the acceptable level of reliability by ICC standards (Cicchetti, 1994; 
Orwin, 1994). These good levels of agreement were achieved regardless of the 
time passed since the CLE. Reliability analyses including all 12 positions of 
the CLEI separate for each measurement showed strong internal consistency 
(Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994) of the tool. 

The level of qualitatively measured PD differed between all measurements. 
The more time that passed since a CLE, the higher the PDL. Participants’ per-
sonality developed over time, and the elaborated qualitative measures were 
able to capture the process. At the same time, post-traumatic growth measured 
by the PTGI stayed stable across the measurements. This suggests that qualita-
tively measured PD is a better tool for identifying a broader scope of the per-
sonality growth than the traditional questionnaire. Hence, it is understandable 
that qualitatively measured PD correlated with PTGI scores only in the last 
phase of the Transition Cycle (reconstruction and recovery). It should also be 
noted that the average PTGI scores measured soon after a CLE and in the inner 
crises phase were significantly lower compared to the norm group and non-
significantly different than the norm group only in the last measurement. 
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A similar result was obtained by Baillie et al. (2014). Also, Tedeschi and Cal-
houn (1996) demonstrated that persons experiencing severe trauma reported 
higher levels of PTG than those who had not experienced such extraordinary 
events. There are also empirical results supporting the theory that trauma 
symptoms act as a catalyst for PTG (Baillie et al., 2014). The findings of Mor-
gan and Desmarais (2017) underscore the heterogeneity within experiences of 
PTG over time. Based on PTGI outcomes, the researchers distinguished four 
significantly different groups characterized by differential associations be-
tween PTG and time since the event: an immediate moderate-growth group 
that experienced moderate levels of PTG over shorter periods of time, a low-
growth group that was characterized by minimal PTG regardless of time, 
a long-term small-growth group that was primarily characterized by small 
amounts of PTG over longer periods of time, and a high-growth group that 
was characterized by high PTG regardless of time. This indicates that PTGI is 
a good tool for measuring post-traumatic growth in some groups of partici-
pants in the aftermath of a traumatic event but not necessarily after a CLE that 
does not meet the criteria for being traumatic. 

It is also reasonable to assume that the systematic growth was identifiable 
by a qualitative tool because it takes into account also some co-occurring neg-
ative changes. Particularly at the beginning of the adaptation process there may 
be more of them (internal conflicts, dissatisfaction with oneself, etc.), and at the 
same time, they do not necessarily mean the personality regression or the lack of 
constructive processes. Meanwhile, the PTGI focuses only on positive changes. 

In terms of the language used, as expected, the more abstractive and the more 
coherent language and the less negations, the higher PDL in the phase of provi-
sional adjustment. The same PDL correlates were obtained in the phase of the 
inner crisis (with a greater number of connections between the components of 
abstractness and the PDL). Additionally, the more positive words used in stories, 
the higher PDL. All results were replicated in the phase of reconstruction and 
recovery (except for abstractness) and furthermore the PDL was associated with 
narrative complexity in terms of language comprehension difficulty. 

Language abstractness and coherence turned out to be associated with the 
PDL regardless of the time since the CLE. The positive association of the PDL 
with abstractness is consistent with the previous research outcomes 
(Kaźmierczak et al., 2022), while the relationship between the PDL and 
coherence confirms the Adler and colleagues’ (2007a, 2007b, 2008) findings 
that participants high in ego development describe more coherent stories 
compared to those with lower PD levels. Positive sentiment gained importance 
in the inner crises phase and its linkage to the PDL is also consistent with the 
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existing literature (McAdams et al., 2006; Pennebaker, 1995). In turn, more 
complex and sophisticated vocabulary became associated with the PDL no 
sooner than in the reconstruction and recovery stage of the Transition Cycle. 
Also Lanning et al. (2018) revealed increasing complexity to be co-occurring 
with higher levels of PD.  

Correlates of the qualitatively measured PDL changed depending on the 
time passed since the recent CLE and the group. In the non-clinical group, in 
the phase of provisional adjustment the PDL was not systematically related to 
any emotional state indices or post-traumatic cognitions. However, in the 
inner crisis phase, it positively correlated with the intensity of depression and 
self-blame in this group. In this stage of the Transition Cycle (Hopson & 
Adams, 1976), the reality of the change becomes apparent, and this often 
provokes depressive mood. This might be associated with feeling that the 
situation is beyond one’s control. There appears a greater awareness of real 
level of competence in relation to the requirements, which leads to feelings of 
frustration or confusion about how to handle the change process. An 
individual might blame herself or himself for the event and/or for ineffective 
coping with the consequences. Moreover, according to Dąbrowski (1967, 
1979), lower levels of disintegration are characterized by strong mental 
tensions, ambivalence, and instability of feelings. Also, dissatisfaction with 
oneself, concern about oneself, and the state of one’s development, and 
morality appear. An individual might feel ashamed and guilty. However, 
having such emotions and cognitions enables further acceptance of the event 
and taking the next step toward Secondary Integration. In the phase of 
reconstruction and recovery, the PDL positively correlated only with self-
blame in this group. Higher levels of disintegration are related to directing 
attention to the internal environment and distinguishing what is higher in one’s 
own behaviour from what is lower, which must be reduced or weakened. In this 
process, self-blame might be a result of this judgment and constitutes a motiva-
tion for further mental reconstruction.  

At the same time in the clinical group, the quantitatively encoded PDL did 
not correlate with any variables included in the research, regardless of time, 
suggesting different mechanisms of personality development in the depressed 
and the non-clinical groups. Further study is needed to identify them, especially 
considering the fact that the research on PTG correlates yields inconsistent 
results from positive, through negative to null relationships between measures of 
post-traumatic growth and mental and physical health (Jayawickreme & Blackie, 
2014). Helgeson et al.’s (2006) meta-analysis revealed that perceiving post-
traumatic growth predicted lower levels of depression and higher levels of 
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well-being. However, the vast majority of effects sizes was small or moderate. 
Post-traumatic growth was related neither to anxiety, measures of global dis-
tress, subjective physical health nor global quality of life. Post-traumatic 
growth seems to be a better predictor of mental and physical health after 
a longer time since the event (Helgeson et al., 2006). It is worth also noting 
that Boals (2023) delivered evidence that the perceived PTG is mostly illusory 
PTG and the genuine PTG is very rare. It is consistent with Gangel et al. 
(2023) showing that perceived growth does not serve as a catalyst for positive 
further change.  

Practical Implications 

We do not have many provisions for a curriculum of advanced personality 
growth for highly gifted adults, particularly outside universities. The elaborated 
tools can be used (1) to help researchers identify adults deeply engaged in mul-
tilevel growth to identify and analyse their individual developmental paths and 
(2) transfer their insights to professionals (e.g., counsellors, psychotherapists)
helping them to go even further. Moreover, the tools may be applied (3) to assess
the developmental potential before psychotherapy or counselling to predict to
what extent personality can grow (see “conserving and transforming” develop-
mental potential; Piechowski, 2008) and, as each level is a large universe with
many possible developmental patterns (described in the Coding System for
Personality Development), to facilitate the personality grow within levels.

It is recommended to conduct the Critical Life Events Interview (12 key 
life events) in two parts for the sake of psychological comfort of participants 
as some questions may provoke emotions. Also for this reason the interview 
should be conducted by an experienced clinician. 

Limitations of the Study 

There are some limitations of the study. Although the coding based on the 
Coding System for Personality Development was consistent among peer judges 
for the general personality development scores, and all personality dimensions 
in the phases of provisional adjustment and the inner crises are satisfactory, the 
functions and structure of drives from the third measurement should be inter-
preted with caution due to its lower Intraclass Correlation Coefficients. It is 
advisable to continue searching for the best indicators of personality develop-
ment derived from the Dąbrowskian theory. The presented psychometric prop-
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erties of the tool can be considered preliminary. While the tools achieved criteria 

of reliability and are related to some emotional and cognitive variables  (in 

the non-clinical group), there is nevertheless considerable room for improvement 

in the specification of qualitatively measured correlates of personality develop-

ment. What is more, the project is lacking pre-trauma data and there is no 

suitable control group without any CLEs. Despite these limitations, it is hoped 

that using this qualitative tool in future studies will be an important step toward 

developing empirically testable qualitative measurements of the construct of 

personality development. This approach will also be a useful addition to the 

methodological repertoire available to personality development researchers. 
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SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL  1 

THE THEORY OF POSITIVE DISINTEGRATION:  

DESCRIPTION AND THE CONTRIBUTION OF THE THEORY TO 

UNDERSTANDING PERSONALITY DEVELOPMENT IN COMPARISON WITH 

OTHER EXISTING APPROACHES 

The Theory of Positive Disintegration: Description of Developmental Levels 

The first level constitutes an integration that occurs through interaction 

with the environment and may be seen as the outcome of social conditions 

(Dąbrowski, 1979; Piechowski, 2008). It is defined by an absence of any de-

velopmental dynamisms (i.e., a developmental state). If people are operating 

at Level I, it is because this is the condition of their world, not because they 

are constituted that way (Piechowski, 2003). As it is neither primary nor 

a personality structure on this level, Piechowski (2008, 2014) said the concept 

of primary integration needed to be reconsidered. This level is characterised 

by dominant concern with self-protection and survival, self-serving egocen-

trism and instrumental view of others (Piechowski, 2008). 

People on this level show prominence of (a) “heredity and endowment” 

(First Factor) and/or (b) “social environment” (Second Factor). Hence, there 

are (a) those who are unsocialized, well-integrated in their drive to follow 

their own impulses and for that reason never experiencing any inner conflicts, 

and (b) “average” normally socialized people who derive their values from an 

external source (social norms or peer pressure). Dąbrowski (1996) described 

this level as having “little differentiation, primitive drive structure, and pre-

dominant externality” (p. 18) and believed that most of society’s members 

(70%) live on it (Dąbrowski, 1979), however Level I, as a broad category, is 

subject to many distinctions (Piechowski, 2017a). 

Unilevel Disintegration (Level II, see “the patchwork self”, Elkind, 1984) 

may be a transitional period for those with developmental potential and con-

stitute the first stage of disintegration (i.e., process of loosening of rigid men-

tal structures, Dąbrowski, 1979). In general, it has no structure comparable to 

higher levels (Piechowski, 2017b). Nonetheless, it is not always characterized 

by disintegration, because it enables partial or adaptive integration, that fol -

lows the conventions and social norms (Piechowski, 2008). Moreover, there 



2  IZABELA KAŹMIERCZAK 

is some evidence that the majority of people who live on this level are rather 

stable (Piechowski, 2017b).  

However, the prominent features of this level are brief and intense inner 

struggles, many selves, the lack of inner direction, obedience, relativism 

(Piechowski, 2003) and rapid mood shifts (Piechowski, 2008) with prevalence 

of negative elements (Dąbrowski, 1996). Automatic dynamisms with only slight  

self-consciousness and self-control prevail. The resulting internal conflicts 

produce noticeable ambitendencies (i.e., changeable and conflicting courses 

of action), ambivalences (i.e., fluctuations between opposite feelings) and synto-

ny (i.e., positive emotions toward others can easily turn to resentment or jealousy 

(Dąbrowski, 1970, 1977). The individual is likely to experience indecision 

because they strive for two irreconcilable things at once (see Dąbrowski, 1996). 

However, this level has some capacity for development. In this situation the 

Second Factor (i.e., fulfilling the expectations of others and the sense of 

inferiority toward others) can serve as a dynamism because the individual 

might seek some guidance to resolve the internal conflict. If the social influ-

ence is strong, the person might follow the order and reintegrate at Level I 

(i.e., derive a sense of self from a social role). But if there is a conflict between 

authorities as well and the person’s inner tension compels them to change the 

situation or the person does not want to succumb the social pressure, she or 

he might need to determine which way is superior for themselves personally. 

Responding positively to the challenge, people are making a meaningful step 

forward. They look for self-knowledge and self-definition in others like them-

selves, and eventually in themselves. Emergent individual values of the “new” 

personality increasingly encounter as a result of it and conflict with the per -

son’s previous socialization (Dąbrowski, 1996). The possible kinds of emo-

tional development are: a personal growth from black-and-white to relativistic 

thinking, from no sense of self to an individual self, and fulfillment of one’s 

talents as a productive member of society (Piechowski, 2017b). In a dark sce -

nario, however, the individual is literally thrust into a void; their social ration-

ales fail to account for their experiences, and no alternative explanations are 

satisfactory anymore. The predominant emotion of this misfortune resolution 

is an existential despair.  

Spontaneous Multilevel Disintegration (Level III) is the aforementioned 

step forward but requires a huge amount of energy to take and developmental 

potential. At the same time Dabrowski believed that multilevel disintegration 

was indispensable for growth (Piechowski, 2008). The individual begins to 

perceive superior and inferior potential courses of action. They have a sense 
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of the ideal but not reaching it (Piechowski, 2008). This new perception con-

stitutes a basis on which to build and prioritize their autonomous values. The 

individual’s hierarchy of values begins to emerge and starts to influence their 

behaviour. The First and Second Factors are both targets of the inner conflict. 

The individual might ask: “Should I follow my instincts (First Factor), my 

teachings (Second Factor), or my heart (i.e., own inner voice, Third Factor)?” 

The right approach (the quest for self) is to choose the last path, transform 

instincts into virtues, and resist internalised social answers (which is not nec -

essarily “gut feeling”, see Piechowski, 2008).  

Reaching the Dąbrowski’s higher levels is achieved through the shift to 

multilevelness. Then the unilevel stimulus-response model of life is replaced 

by a hierarchical one. All events come to be interpreted in relation to the per -

sonal ideal, which is an inner vision of how the person wants to live their life 

and the kind of person one wants to become. As all life events are perceived 

in relation to this multilevel view and higher life goals are identified, it be -

comes implausible to take positions that favour the lower course. However, if 

a person does not have sufficient resources to take the multilevel perspective, 

then they might fall back from the crises of Level II to reintegrate at Level I.  

At Level IV (Organized Multilevel Disintegration), the individual accepts 

authorship of their development and takes full responsibility of it. The Third 

Factor, described as “an autonomous factor of conscious choice (valuation) by 

which one affirms or rejects certain qualities in oneself and in one’s environ -

ment” (Dąbrowski, 1972, p. 306), flourishes. Also, behaviour is under the in -

fluence of the chosen person’s ideal (see self-actualising people, Maslow, 

1970; Piechowski, 2008). 

In consequence, the behaviour becomes less reactive, and more deliberate 

and volitional. The social orientation taken by an individual reflects their deep 

responsibility based on both intellectual and emotional factors. This perspec-

tive results from seeing life in relation to the consistent hierarchy of values: 

the individual perceives how their life could be and ought to be lived. People 

have a high level of energy, drive for autonomy and development of their own 

powers, respond to opportunities, offer help, have high self-esteem, live a 

deeply satisfying way of life, and are able to let go of experiences without 

devaluing (Wetzel, 1991). Some inevitable disagreements with a lower society, 

called positive maladjustment, are expressed on this level compassionately and 

with understanding and empathy. 

Secondary Integration (Level V) has again an integrated (but different com-

pared to the Primary) character. Huge developmental potential (i.e., talents, 
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abilities, intelligence, overexcitabilities, and capacity for inner transformation 

(Dąbrowski, 1977) is needed to reach the summit. Here, personality understood 

as “a self-aware, self-chosen, and self-affirmed structure whose dominant 

dynamism is personality ideal” (Dąbrowski, 1977, p. 53), is fully developed.  

This inner state occurs after having attained inner peace for good (Piechowski, 

2008) and a high level of energy to serve (Piechowski, 2014).  

For steps toward this state and timeline please see, e.g., Peace Pilgrim (1982) 

or Piechowski (2009). Personality ideal is the only one dynamism operating 

on this level. One’s behaviour is subordinate to thoughtful decisions derived 

from an individually established hierarchy of values. For this reason, inner 

conflicts arise rarely in one’s life.  

The Contribution of the Theory of Positive Disintegration  

to Understanding Personality Development in Comparison  

With Other Existing Approaches 

Among some psychological instruments that measure Dąbrowskian con-

structs, the most widely known is the Overexcitability Questionnaire–Two (Falk 

et al., 1999; see also the first version of it, i.e., OEQ; Lysy & Piechowski, 1983). 

It measures the developmental potential, specifically the degree and nature of 

emotional, intellectual, and imaginational overexcitability rather than person-

ality development per se and is used primarily in research on giftedness. Emo-

tional and intellectual overexcitabilities occurred to moderately correlate with 

potential for multilevel growth (Miller et al., 1995; Piechowski, 2008). More-

over, it has inconclusive psychometric properties (Botella et al., 2015; Falk 

et al., 1999; Van den Broeck et al., 2014; Warne, 2011). 

In turn, the Definition Response Instrument (DRI, Gage et al., 1981) con-

tains six thought-provoking questions related to such themes as: (a) susceptibility 

to the influence of others, (b) internal conflict, (c) inferiority, (d) dissatisfac -

tion, (e) self-observation, and (f) personality idea. It was designed to elicit 

responses (through content analysis) indicating level of emotional develop-

ment as conceptualized in Dabrowski’s TPD (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 

1977). The internal consistency of DRI items was .71 (Miller, 1985). Both 

OEQ and DRI were developed as alternatives to neurological exams, clinical 

interviews, and autobiographical essays. 

Miller (1985) expanded on the initial DRI instrument and coding procedure 

in her development of an updated content analysis coding system, the Miller 

Assessment Coding System (MACS, see also Miller & Silverman, 1987). MACS  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4689874/#B7
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4689874/#B15
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4689874/#B59
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4689874/#B61
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is a coding system in which dynamisms are categorised as feeling towards 

values, self and others at the five theoretical levels of development (Miller, 

1985). The categories represent motivations which are assumed to direct the 

behavior of individuals. The categories and sub-categories were derived from 

the dynamisms and descriptions of developmental levels in Dabrowski’s 

theory. Interrater reliability ranges between .77 and .80 (Miller, 1985). The 

most recently revised edition of MACS (Miller, 1991) was used in Bailey’s 

(2011) research.  

Finally, the Multilevelness of Emotional and Instinctive Functions Project 

may be very useful (see Piechowski, 2008; see also Dąbrowski & Piechowski, 

1977, 1996), showing in a detailed way Piechowski’s approach to content 

analysis of the material (autobiographies and verbal stimuli responses) sent 

by Dąbrowski. It ranged from defining interpretative units through converting 

Dąbrowski’s conceptions of levels into a numerical expression to assessing 

reliability and validity of his approach by three post facto empirical test of the 

Theory. 

Referring to the concept of positive disintegration, also the Post-Traumatic 

Growth Inventory (PTGI; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004) cannot be ignored. This 

is the most commonly used tool (see Jayawickreme & Blackie, 2014) in the 

trauma-related (in a broad sense) research area with satisfying reliability and 

validity coefficients. However, the specificity of the research sample on which 

the psychometric properties of the original psychometric tool were tested 

raises some methodological doubts. It consisted of 199 men and 405 women 

recruited from general psychology classes at one U.S. university. In majority 

they aged from 17 to 25 (92% of them), were single (95%) and Protestant 

(85%) (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). In consequence, both the nature and the 

range of the stressors reported by participants (such as bereavement (36%), 

injury-producing accidents (16%), separation or divorce of parents (8%), re-

lationship break-up (7%), criminal victimization (5%), academic problems 

(4%), and unwanted pregnancy (2%) [Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996]) were hardly 

comparable to the general population. What is more, PTGI language adapta -

tions showed that the factor structure identified from two to five PTG dimen-

sions (Weiss & Berger, 2010) and explained no more than 57.7% of the total 

variance of PTG (e.g., Ogińska-Bulik & Juczyński, 2010).  

Also recent adaptations suggest that the former translations of PTGI should 

be reconsidered and improved (e.g., Henson et al., 2022) or show not always 

satisfactory reliability, if not of the total PTGI scale, then of some of its five 

subscales (e.g.,  Heidarzadeh et al., 2017). In this context it is worth noticing 



6  IZABELA KAŹMIERCZAK 

that Cann, Calhoun, Tedeshi, and Solomon (2010), and Cann, Calhoun, 

Tedeshi, et al., (2010) developed a shortened version of the PTGI: the PTGI-

Short Form (PTGI-SF). It displayed adequate internal consistency (α = 0.86 to 

0.89) and confirmatory factor analyses supported the five-factor structure.  

At the same time, the biographical method, incorporated in the study, allows 

one to grasp the meaning of many given events (including the most recent 

CLE) and their consequences for a person due to indirect questions measuring 

personality changes that are not always observed by respondents themselves. 

In consequence, the tools (CLEI and CSPD) fit into the current work on 

narrative identity development. Within this paradigm there are two major 

contemporary approaches: identity status model (Schwartz, 2015, 2001) and 

the narrative identity model (e.g., McAdams, 2001; McAdams & Cox, 2010; 

McAdams & McLean, 2013; Singer, 2004). Within the former model surveys 

either directly ask about the identity processes of exploration and commitment 

(Marcia, 1966) in different content domains (e.g., Balistreri et al., 1995) or 

ask more generalized questions about them that are decontextualized from 

content (e.g., Luyckx et al., 2008). The main limitation of these questionnaire 

assessments is that responses in different content domains are aggregated to 

form identity statuses and their closed-ended format does not allow to capture 

any personal meaning of various identity contents (e.g., McLean et al., 2016). 

Moreover, the convergence of these assessments with the identity status 

paradigm is problematic (e.g., Waterman, 2015). 

According to the narrative identity model growth is manifested in changes 

in individuals’ personal life stories. In McAdams’s (1988, 1993, 1995; McAdams 

& Pals, 2006) theory of personality, life stories constitute one level (next to 

traits [neuroticism] and characteristic adaptations [i.e., goals, ego develop -

ment]) of personality. Life Story Interview (LSI; McAdams, 2001) and the 

Guided Autobiography (GA; Foley Center for the Study of Lives, 1997), or 

some modified versions of them are usually used to collect the narrative ac-

counts (Bruner, 1991). At the heart of this model lies the construct of autobi -

ographical reasoning (Habermas & Bluck, 2000; Habermas & Kober, 2015) 

and there are many ways of examining it, such as meaning-making (e.g., 

McLean & Pratt, 2006; Park 2010; Park & Folkman, 1997; Wortmann & Park, 

2009), exploratory processing (Pals, 2006), and making self-event connec-

tions (Pasupathi & Mansour, 2006; Pasupathi et al., 2007).  

Moreover, studies on personality development within the narrative identity 

model often focus on growth themes, such as: “disequilibrating” emotional 

impact of the event on self and a positive ending to the story (McAdams et al., 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12144-021-02645-z#ref-CR3
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1997; Pals, 2000; Pals & McAdams, 2004) and their interactions within stories 

(e.g., King et al., 2000), agency and/or communion and/or their combination (e.g., 

Guisinger & Blatt, 1994; Gutmann, 1994; Kaźmierczak et al., 2023; McAdams 

et al., 1996), coherence (e.g., Adler et al., 2012, 2013; Adler & McAdams, 2007; 

Adler et al., 2007; Adler et al., 2008; Baerger & McAdams, 1999), contami -

nation and/or redemption (e.g., Adler et al., 2006; Adler et al., 2015; Blackie 

et al. 2020; McAdams et al., 2006), and narrative and emotion problem markers 

(Angus, 2012), to name a few. However, studies conducted in this approach 

typically examine only one content, without comparing across content types. 

Therefore, the narrative approach allows rather identifying marker(s) of per -

sonality development than the diagnosis of its complex structure and change 

in time (McLean et al., 2016). 

Apart from the two classic models, there has been a recent movement toward 

their integration, both theoretically (McLean & Pasupathi, 2012; McLean 

& Syed, 2015; Syed & McLean, 2015) and empirically (McLean & Pratt, 2006; 

McLean et al., 2014, 2016; Syed, 2012; Syed & Azmitia, 2008). For instance 

the process model of narrative self-development (McLean et al., 2007) assigns 

storytelling the role of a major process for the ego development and mainte-

nance of self-concept (which elements are brought to experience of events and 

to the construction of situated stories). Blackie et al. (2016) focus on the pro-

cess of identity integration (defining to what extend people integrate conflict ing 

identities [e.g., beliefs, values, needs] into a coherent self-concept). Blackie and 

McLean (2021) integrate the engagement in repeated narration and meaning-

making processes with character trait changes over time (see also development 

of character strengths over time; Jayawickreme et al., 2020; and virtue of 

wisdom that is developed by coping with and overcoming adversity; 

Jayawickreme & Blackie, 2016). The integrative approach seems to be well 

complemented by the concept and the operationalisation of Positive Dis -

integration as they both allow for identifying the dynamics that underlie per -

sonality change and provide methods of measuring the structure of the chang-

ing personality. 
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SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL 2 

CRITICAL LIFE EVENTS INTERVIEW* 

I would like to get to know you by talking about various aspects of your 

life. During this meeting, you will have an opportunity to construct the story 

of your life as you understand it regarding the past, present, and anticipated 

future. However, this autobiography will be highly selective. You will focus 

only on 12 specific “episodes” in your life story and describe each of them in 

detail. Therefore, it will not be possible to tell everything that has happened 

to you, how you would probably do if you were writing a book about yourself. 

During this conversation, a lot of important information about you will 

undoubtedly be omitted. Nevertheless, focusing on 12 “episodes” will  provide 

an interesting and useful perspective. 

People’s lives are very different. What’s more, people give meaning to 

their lives in many different ways. As a social scientist, I want to understand 

how people do it. That is why I collect and analyse autobiographies of people 

and look for significant similarities and differences in these stories. I will not 

try to find out what is wrong with you. I am also not going to assess your life. 

Instead, I want to “read” your life story as if it was a book, focusing on what 

types of characters, scenes, and motifs appear in it the most often. 

This interview is based on the idea of critical life episodes. An episode is 

a specific event that occurs at a specific time and place. I would like you to 

focus on individual events rather than a series of events or a longer period of 

time. I will ask you to tell me about 12 critical life events in your life. For 

each of them, please provide the following information: 

•  When did this event take place? 

•  What exactly happened? 

•  Who else was involved in this event? How? 

•  What did you think, feel, and what did you want during this event? 

•  Why is this a significant event in your life? How did it affect you and 

your life? What can it tell us about you and your personality? 

 
* Based on the Life Story Interview (McAdams, 2001) and the Guided Autobiography (Foley 

Center for the Study of Lives, 1997). 
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The conversation will last about 1 hour. It will be recorded on the voice 

recorder. At any time, when you feel tired, we can break it or postpone and 

finish next time. Have you got any questions? Shall we start? 

1. The High Point 

Let’s start with the most positive event, a moment in your whole life when 

you felt excitement, joy, satisfaction, or other very pleasant emotions. Please 

tell about a specific episode. 

2. The Low Point 

Now think about your whole life and recall those experiences that are 

associated with the feeling of extremely negative emotions. Please choose one 

of them. Although the memory may be unpleasant, please try to tell as much 

detail as possible about this event.  

3. The Most Recent Critical Life Event 

Now I would like you to describe a significant negative event that took 

place in your life recently (up to 2 months) and the meaning of this event for 

you. A critical life event is one that can affect the way you think, experience 

emotions, behaviour, and how your body reacts. Although it is not traumatic, 

it can be somewhat compared to an earthquake. It shatters some current beliefs 

and changes the way you think about yourself, the world, and relationships 

with other people. What event comes to your mind? 

4. Goal 

At different times in our lives, we set different goals for the future. Please 

consider some goals that you are currently pursuing in one way or another. 

Please choose one goal that is most important to you. Then describe a specific 

event from the recent past (up to 2 months) in which you did something 

particular that was a natural step forward toward this goal.  
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5. Morality Event 

We learn what is good and what is bad throughout our lives. I would like 

you to consider a special episode in your life in which you have somehow 

encountered a moral problem. It can be an episode in which you got involved 

in some immoral act, you learned a moral lesson, you struggled with a moral 

dilemma, or you undertook decision to follow new moral standards or any 

other episode of life that connects with morality in some way. 

6. Turning Point 

Looking back at your life, please identify some episodes through which 

you have undergone a significant change. Turning points can occur in many 

different areas of life. Indicate the specific episode in the history of your life 

in which you made an important transition or change in relation to your 

understanding of yourself. It is not necessary for you to have consciously seen 

the event at that time. It is rather important that you now see this event as 

a turning point in your life. 

7. Continuity 

Recently you described the experience in which you have undergone an 

important change in your understanding of yourself. Now, please focus on the 

opposite experience. Please recall moments in your life story that show your 

identity or continuity in your life. Please choose one event or experience that 

you think represents something that is stable and unchanged in you.  

8. Life Decision 

Our life line is broken by events that force us to make an important choice. 

So far, you’ve probably made at least few key decisions in your life. Please 

recall them and then describe in detail one specific event in which you made 

a life decision. Please tell me about the decision-making process, what kind 

of internal conflict you were struggling with, what was the final decision, and 

why was it important? 
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9. Interpersonal Conflicts 

Now please tell a story about how a conflict of interest appeared in a rela-

tionship with someone important to you. What was the conflict about? What did 

you strive for? What was the other side’s aim? How was this conflict resolved? 

10. Activity 

Tell me about an activity you did that has developed you the most so far. 

How and what did you start doing? What was this development about? 

11. The Experience of Creativity 

Please tell us about a significant event related to your encounter with creativity 

or some manifestation of someone else’s or your own creativity. 

12. Life Challenge 

Looking back at your whole life, please identify and describe what you 

currently consider as the biggest single challenge you have faced in your life.  
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