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It’s very hard to keep your spir its up. You’ve got to keep sell ing your -
self a bill of goods, and some people are better at lying to them selves
than others. If you face real ity too much, it kills you.

~ Woody Allen

When people undergo a great trauma or other unset tling event—they
have lost a job or a loved one dies, for exam ple—their under stand ing of
them selves or of their place in the world often dis in te grates, and they tem -
po rarily “fall apart,” expe ri enc ing a type of depres sion referred to as
exis ten tial depres sion. Their ordeal high lights for them the tran sient nature
of life and the lack of con trol that we have over so many events, and it raises
ques tions about the mean ing of our lives and our behav iors. For other
people, the expe ri ence of exis ten tial depres sion seem ingly arises spon ta ne -
ously; it stems from their own per cep tion of life, their thoughts about the
world and their place in it, as well as the mean ing of their life. While not
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uni ver sal, the expe ri ence of exis ten tial depres sion can chal lenge an indi vid -
ual’s very sur vival and rep re sents both a great chal lenge and at the same
time an oppor tu nity—an oppor tu nity to seize con trol over one’s life and
turn the expe ri ence into a pos i tive life lesson—an expe ri ence lead ing to per -
son al ity growth. 

It has been my expe ri ence that gifted and tal ented per sons are more
likely than those who are less gifted to expe ri ence spon ta ne ous exis ten tial
depres sion as an out growth of their mental and emo tional abil i ties and
inter ac tions with others. People who are bright are usu ally more intense,
sen si tive, and ide al is tic, and they can see the incon sis ten cies and absur di ties 
in the values and behav iors of others (Webb, Gore, Amend, & DeVries,
2007). This kind of sen si tive aware ness and ide al ism makes them more
likely to ask them selves dif fi cult ques tions about the nature and pur pose of
their lives and the lives of those around them. They become keenly aware of 
their small ness in the larger pic ture of exis tence, and they feel help less to fix
the many prob lems that trou ble them. As a result, they become depressed.

This spon ta ne ous exis ten tial depres sion is also, I believe, typ i cally
asso ci ated with the dis in te gra tion expe ri ences referred to by Dabrowski
(Daniels & Piechowski, 2009; Mendaglio, 2008a). In Dabrowski’s
approach, indi vid u als who “fall apart” must find some way to “put them -
selves back together again,” either by rein te grat ing at their pre vi ous state or
dem on strat ing growth by rein te grat ing at a new and higher level of func -
tion ing. Sadly, some times the out come of this pro cess may lead to chronic
break down and dis in te gra tion. Whether exis ten tial depres sion and its
result ing dis in te gra tion become pos i tive or whether they stay neg a tive
depends on many fac tors. 

I will focus my dis cus sion here on char ac ter is tics of people, espe cially
the gifted, that may lead them to spon ta ne ous exis ten tial depres sion, relate
these to Dabrowski’s theory of pos i tive dis in te gra tion, as well as to other
psy cho log i cal the o ries, and then dis cuss some spe cific ways to manage
existential depression.

Background
A Polish psy chi a trist and psy chol o gist, Kazimierz Dabrowski worked

and wrote pro lif i cally about his ideas in the years from 1929 until his death
in 1980, living part of his life in the United States and in Canada, as well as in 
Europe. None the less, he remains largely unknown in North Amer ica, despite 
his many pub li ca tions and even though he was friends with prom i nent
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psy chol o gists such as Maslow and Mowrer. Although his theory of pos i tive
dis in te gra tion is highly rel e vant to under stand ing exis ten tial depres -
sion—as well as many other issues—I myself did not become aware of
Dabrowski’s work until about 10 years ago.

But long before I knew about Dabrowski’s theory, I knew about and
under stood exis ten tial depres sion. In fact, I knew it on a per sonal level, for I 
have lived it. Like so many lead ers in var i ous fields, par tic u larly those men
and women who have a deep pas sion for a par tic u lar “cause”—whether
con nected to reli gion, gov ern ment, healthcare, the envi ron ment, or edu ca -
tion—I expe ri enced it because I saw how the world was not the way I
thought it should be or could be. There were sev eral peri ods in my life
during which I was so “down” that it was truly an effort to see any hap pi ness 
around me. The result is that now, when ever I think about exis ten tial
depres sion, it rekin dles within me, bring ing into con scious aware ness
thoughts and feel ings that, most of the time, I would rather ignore or
avoid—thoughts of hope less ness and despair for our world. 

I have come to real ize that once one becomes aware of and involved
in think ing about the many exis ten tial issues, one cannot then go back to
one’s former life. As the saying goes, “Once you ring a bell, you cannot
unring it.” Like so many others, I con tinue to strive to manage how these
issues impact me, as well as the depres sion that often accom pa nies them. In
truth, this low-grade and chronic depres sion is not nec es sar ily a bad thing.
After all, it reflects my under ly ing dis sat is fac tion with the way things are,
with the way I am, and with the way the world is, and it leads me to con -
tinue striv ing to do better in order to give my life mean ing and to help
others find mean ing. But I admit that some times I do envy people who
have never expe ri enced this kind of depression.

Dabrowski’s ideas have given me a help ful cog ni tive frame work for
under stand ing exis ten tial depres sion, as I am sure they have sim i larly
helped others. And although my rel a tively recent dis cov ery of Dabrowski’s
theory of pos i tive dis in te gra tion is new when com pared with my under -
stand ing of other the o ries in psy chol ogy, those other the o ries are also useful
and pro vide a foun da tion for com pre hend ing exis ten tial depres sion. After
all, exis ten tial issues are not new; exis ten tial thought appears in writings of
many past centuries. 

I first became aware of exis ten tial issues as a col lege fresh man when I
was assigned to room with a stu dent who was older than I—in his mid thir -
ties. Having been in the Navy, he was far more expe ri enced with many
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dif fer ent kinds of people and many dif fer ent ways in which people choose
to live their lives. He was a thought ful agnos tic. I, on the other hand, had
grown up in the Deep South in an insu lar cul ture that had lim ited vision
and rigid beliefs; my loving par ents were tra di tion ally reli gious and tried to
live con form ing, righ teous, and con ven tional lives. My father, a den tist,
made a good living, and we attended church on Sun days. Until my col lege
expe ri ence, I thought that my fam ily’s life was the way things were sup posed
to be; I thought that every one should share those same values, behaviors,
and world views. 

My room mate, to whom I owe much grat i tude, patiently lis tened as I
tried to per suade him of the valid ity and righ teous ness of my lim ited views,
after which he gently asked ques tions that required me to think in ways I had
not con sid ered before. He qui etly pointed out the arbi trari ness and mean ing -
less ness of the many ways in which people, includ ing me, lived their lives, as
well as the incon sis ten cies and nar cis sis tic grandiosity in many peo ple’s
beliefs. He intro duced me to Vol taire’s Candide and to phi los o phers like
Sartre, Nietz sche, and Kierkegaard. It was all quite a shock to me, because up
to that point, I had thought I had the world pretty well fig ured out.

In my coursework I was also exposed to some of the well-known exis -
ten tial theo lo gians—Paul Tillich (Protestant), Jacques Maritain (Cath o lic), 
Martin Buber (Jewish), James Pike (Protestant), and Alan Watts (Zen Bud -
dhist)—all of whom were trying make sense of life from a reli gious
view point. As I stud ied and learned, I began to see for myself the hypoc ri -
sies and absur di ties in the lives of so many people around me, includ ing my
par ents and myself, and I became quite depressed. For tu nately, a kind and
caring psy chol ogy pro fes sor allowed me to meet with him for sev eral ses -
sions to talk about my angst and dis il lu sion ment, or I might have
imploded. Thanks to this pro fes sor, who in many ways saved my life, I
slowly began the pro cess of learn ing to manage my dis con tent and depres -
sion so that it could work for me rather than against me. I changed my
major to psy chol ogy, and in grad u ate school, I learned that many others
before me—cer tainly those who were intro spec tive and thought ful ide al -
ists—had grap pled with sim i lar exis ten tial issues and existential depression
throughout the centuries.

While I was in grad u ate school, the human is tic psy chol o gist Rollo
May edited a book titled Exis tence: A new dimen sion in psy chi a try and psy chol -
ogy (1967). This book high lighted an entire area within psy chol ogy that
cen tered on exis ten tial issues. May became one of the most widely known
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spokespersons on exis ten tial psy chol ogy, and the book con tin ues to be a clas -
sic. It was built on the writ ings of phi los o pher Martin Heidegger, who
empha sized phe nom en ol ogy—the phe nom ena of being aware of one’s own
con scious ness of the moment. Heidegger had writ ten about Dasein, or “being
there” in the moment with one self and with how one per ceives the world. 

Other writ ers in May’s land mark book focused on the appli ca tions of
exis ten tial aware ness to psy cho anal y sis and psy cho ther apy, rais ing fun da -
men tal ques tions for ther a pists such as, “How do I know that I am seeing
the patient as he really is, in his own real ity, rather than merely a pro jec tion
of our the o ries about him?” or “How can we know whether we are seeing
the patient in his real world...which is for him unique, con crete, and dif fer -
ent from our gen eral the o ries of cul ture?” (May, 1967, pp. 3-4). Or, said
another way, “…what is abstractly true, and what is exi sten tially real for the 
given living person?” (p. 13). As ther a pists, we have never par tic i pated
directly in the world of our patients, and yet we must find a way to exist in it 
with them if we are to have any chance of truly know ing them. We have
expe ri enced the world in our own way, with our own family and our own
cul ture. In our attempts to under stand others, we gen er al ize from our own
expe ri ences and expect others to think, react, and be like us. How can we
see the world as our clients see it?

Although many early exis ten tial psy chol o gists and psy chi a trists were
neo-Freud ians, they dif fered nota bly in focus from Freud. Instead of con -
cen trat ing on a patient’s past, pio neers such as Otto Rank also focused on
the “pres ent time.” Karen Horney empha sized “cul tural approaches” and
“basic anx i ety from feel ing iso lated and help less.” And Harry Stack Sullivan 
high lighted the impor tance of one’s expe ri ences in inter per sonal rela tion -
ships in the “here and now,” as well as what one has learned from one’s
family envi ron ment. These neo-Freud ians believed that only by con sid er -
ing the pres ent and a per son’s cur rent expe ri ence could we under stand that
person. In actu al ity, they were build ing off of even ear lier con cepts from
phi los o phers and theo lo gians who had strug gled with the mean ing of exis -
tence, as well as with how one’s per cep tions color one’s life—phi los o phers
from as far back as Soc ra tes in his dialogues and Saint Augustine in his
analyses of the self.

Existential Issues and Giftedness
It is well-known that many famous art ists and musi cians have expe ri -

enced exis ten tial depres sion (Goertzel, Goertzel, Goertzel, & Hanson, 2004;
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Piirto, 2004). Emi nent per sons who have suf fered from this kind of depres -
sion include Ernest Hem ing way, Wil liam Faulk ner, Charles Dick ens, Joseph 
Conrad, Samuel Clem ens, Henry James, Herman Mel ville, Ten nes see Wil -
liams, Vir ginia Woolf, Isak Dinesen, Sylvia Plath, Emily Dickinson, Edna
St. Vin cent Millay, Elea nor Roo se velt, Abra ham Lin coln, and Dag
Hammarskjöld. In fact, the famous 17th cen tury gifted math e ma ti cian,
phys i cist, and phi los o pher Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) fully cap tured the
expe ri ence of exis ten tial aware ness when he said, “When I con sider the
brief span of my life, swal lowed up in the eter nity before and behind it, the
small space that I fill, or even see, engulfed in the infi nite immen sity of
spaces which I know not, and which know not me, I am afraid, and wonder 
to see myself here rather than there; for there is no reason why I should be
here rather than there, nor rather now than then” (Pascal, 1946).

Yalom (1980), who is per haps the most widely read cur rent West ern
writer on exis ten tial psy cho ther apy, describes four pri mary issues of
 existence (or “ulti mate con cerns”)—death, free dom, iso la tion, and mean ing -
less ness. Death is an inev i ta ble occur rence. Free dom, in an exis ten tial sense,
refers to the absence of exter nal struc ture—that is, humans do not enter a
world that is inher ently struc tured. We must give the world a struc ture,
which we our selves create. Thus, we have social cus toms and tra di tions,
edu ca tion, reli gion, gov ern ments, laws, etc. Iso la tion rec og nizes that no
matter how close we become to another person, we will never com pletely
know that person and no one can fun da men tally come to know us; a gap
always remains, and we are there fore still alone. The fourth pri mary issue,
mean ing less ness, stems from the first three. If we must die, if in our free dom
we have to arbi trarily con struct our own world, and if each of us is ulti -
mately alone, then what abso lute mean ing does life have?3

People are most often affected by exis ten tial issues as a result of their
own expe ri ence of puz zle ment from trying to under stand them selves and
the world, which then gen er ates feel ings of alone ness and exis ten tial
depres sion. The people who worry over these issues are seldom those in the
lower reaches of intel li gence or even in the aver age range. In my expe ri ence, 
exis ten tial fret ting, or for that matter rumi na tion and exis ten tial depres sion 
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are far more common among (though not exclu sive to) more highly intel li -
gent people—those who ponder, ques tion, ana lyze, and reflect. This is not
sur pris ing since one must engage in sub stan tial thought and reflec tion to
even con sider such notions. People who mind lessly engage in super fi cial
day-to-day aspects of life—work, meals, home duties, and chores—do not
tend to spend time think ing about these types of issues. Brighter indi vid u -
als are usu ally more driven to search for uni ver sal rules or answers, and also
to rec og nize injustices, inconsistencies, and hypocrisies. 

Other char ac ter is tics of gifted chil dren and adults also pre dis pose
them to exis ten tial dis tress. Because brighter people are able to envi sion the
pos si bil i ties of how things might be, they tend to be ide al ists. How ever,
they are simul ta neously able to see that the world falls short of their ideals.
Unfor tu nately, these vision ar ies also rec og nize that their abil ity to make
changes in the world is very lim ited. Because they are intense, these gifted
indi vid u als—both chil dren and adults—keenly feel the dis ap point ment
and frus tra tion that occurs when their ideals are not reached. They notice
duplic ity, pre tense, arbi trari ness, insin cer i ties, and absur di ties in soci ety
and in the behav iors of those around them. They may ques tion or chal lenge 
tra di tions, par tic u larly those that seem mean ing less or unfair. They may
ask, for exam ple, “Why are there such inflex i ble sex or age-role restric tions
on people? Is there any jus ti fi able reason why men and women ‘should’ act
a cer tain way? Why do people engage in hyp o crit i cal behav iors in which
they say one thing but then do the oppo site? People say they are con cerned
with the envi ron ment, but their behav iors show oth er wise. Why do people
say things they really do not mean at all? They greet you with, ‘How are
you?’ when they really don’t want you to tell them the details of how you
are. Why are so many people so unthink ing and uncar ing in their deal ings
with others? And with our planet? Are others really con cerned with improv -
ing the world, or is it simply all about self ish ness? Why do people settle for
medi oc rity? People seem fun da men tally self ish and tribal. How much dif -
fer ence can one person make? It all seems hope less. The world is too far
gone. Things get worse each day. As one person, I’ll never be able to make a
difference.” These thoughts are common in gifted children and adults.

As early as first grade, some gifted chil dren, par tic u larly the more
highly gifted ones, strug gle with these types of exis ten tial issues and begin
to feel estranged from their peers. When they try to share their exis ten tial
thoughts and con cerns with others, they are usu ally met with reac tions
rang ing from puz zle ment to hos til ity. The very fact of chil dren rais ing such
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ques tions is a chal lenge to tra di tion and prompts others to with draw from
or reject them. The chil dren soon dis cover that most other people do not
share their con cerns but instead are focused on more con crete issues and on
fit ting in with oth ers’ expec ta tions. The result for these gifted young sters is
con flict, either within them selves or with those around them. But as
George Ber nard Shaw once said, “The rea son able man adapts him self to
the world; the unrea son able one per sists in trying to adapt the world to
him self. There fore all prog ress depends on the unreasonable man.” 

As they get older, gifted chil dren may find that even their fam i lies are
not pre pared to dis cuss and con sider such weighty con cerns. They “may
have to search far and wide to find others who share their some times eso -
teric inter ests or even to find some one who laughs at their some times
quirky jokes. This chal lenge fol lows young gifted adults into the work place, 
where the entry-level posi tions that they find them selves in can result in
their being lost in the crowd, unable to find others with whom they oth er -
wise might feel a gen u ine sense of connectedness” (Fiedler, 2008, p. 170).

Although they want to relate to others, gifted indi vid u als often
encoun ter what Arthur Jensen (2004) has described as an intel lec tual “zone
of tol er ance”—that is, in order to have a long-last ing and mean ing ful rela -
tion ship with another person, that person should be within about plus or
minus 20 IQ points of one’s abil ity level. Out side of that zone, there will be
dif fer ences in think ing speed and depth or span of inter ests, which will
likely lead to impa tience, dis sat is fac tion, frus tra tion, and ten sion on the
part of each participant. 

Gifted chil dren and adults are often sur prised to real ize that they are
dif fer ent. It is pain ful when others crit i cize them for being too ide al is tic,
too seri ous, too sen si tive, too intense, too impa tient, or as having too weird
a sense of humor. Gifted chil dren, par tic u larly as they enter ado les cence,
may feel very alone in an absurd, arbi trary, and mean ing less world, which
they feel pow er less to change. They may feel that adults in charge are not
worthy of the author ity they hold. As one child described it, they feel “like
aban doned aliens wait ing for the mother ship to come and take them
home” (Webb, Amend, Webb, Goerss, Beljan, & Olenchak, 2005, p. 136). 
This alien ation cre ates social and emo tional issues for them with their age
peers, as well as with their teach ers, which only adds to the possibility of
depression. 

When their inten sity is com bined with multi-poten ti al ity— gifted -
ness in sev eral areas—these young sters may also become frus trated with the 

8

Dabrowski’s Theory and Exis ten tial Depres sion in Gifted Chil dren and Adults



exis ten tial lim i ta tions of space and time. Although they try to cram 27
hours worth of living into a 24-hour day, there simply isn’t enough time to
develop all of the tal ents and inter ests that they may have. They have to
make choices, but the choices among so many pos si bil i ties feel unfair
because they seem arbi trary; there is no “ulti mately right” choice. Choos ing 
a col lege major or a voca tion is dif fi cult when one is trying to make a deci -
sion between pas sion and talent in areas as diverse as violin, genet ics,
the o ret i cal math e mat ics, and inter na tional rela tions. How can one be all
that one can be? In truth, one cannot be all that one “could” be in every
area. This realization can be very frustrating.

The reac tion of gifted young sters (again with inten sity) to these frus -
tra tions is often one of a righ teous indig na tion—they feel, “It isn’t right!” or 
“It isn’t fair!” But they quickly dis cover that their anger is futile; they real ize
that it is inef fec tive when directed at “fate” or at other cir cum stances which
they are not able to con trol. Anger that is pow er less evolves quickly into
depres sion. It is a type of “learned help less ness,” a phrase coined by psy -
chol o gist Martin Seligman (1991). “I’m help less; I can’t solve this.”

In such depres sion, people typ i cally—and often des per ately—try to
dis cover some sense of mean ing, some anchor point that they can grasp that 
will allow them to pull them selves out of the mire and muck of injus tice or
unfair ness. Often, though, the more they try to strug gle out of—or wallow
in—their depres sion, the more they become acutely aware that their life is
brief and ulti mately finite, that they are alone and are only one very small
organ ism in a very large world, and that there is a fright en ing free dom and
respon si bil ity regard ing how one chooses to live one’s life. They feel dis il lu -
sioned, and they ques tion life’s mean ing, often asking them selves, “Is this
all there is to life? Isn’t there some ulti mate and uni ver sal mean ing? Does life 
only have mean ing if I give it mean ing? I am one small, insig nif i cant organ -
ism alone in an absurd, arbi trary, and capri cious world where my life can
have little impact, and then I just die. Is this all there is?” Ques tions like this 
pro mote a sense of personal disintegration.

Such con cerns are not sur pris ing in thought ful adults who are going
through some sort of quar ter-life or mid-life crisis. How ever, it is star tling
and alarm ing when these sorts of exis ten tial ques tions are fore most in the
mind of a 10- or 12- or 15-year-old. Such exis ten tial depres sions in chil -
dren deserve care ful atten tion, since they can be pre cur sors to suicide.

9

Dabrowski’s Theory and Exis ten tial Depres sion in Gifted Chil dren and Adults



Existential Issues and Dabrowski’s Theory
Dabrowski implied that gifted indi vid u als are more likely to expe ri -

ence exis ten tial depres sion; sev eral con cepts within his theory of pos i tive
dis in te gra tion explain why gifted chil dren and adults may be pre dis posed
to this type of depres sion (Mendaglio, 2008b). Fun da men tally, Dabrowski
noted that per sons with greater “devel op men tal poten tial”—an inborn,
con sti tu tional endow ment that includes a high level of reac tiv ity of the cen -
tral ner vous system called overexcitability—have a greater aware ness of the
expanse of life and of dif fer ent ways that people can live their lives, but this
greater devel op men tal poten tial also pre dis poses them to emo tional and
inter per sonal crises. Per sons with height ened overexcitabilities in one or
more of the five areas that Dabrowski listed—intel lec tual, emo tional,
imaginational, psychomotor, and sen sual—per ceive real ity in a dif fer ent,
more intense, mul ti fac eted manner. They are likely to be more sen si tive
than others to issues in them selves and in the world around them and to
react more intensely to those issues. To the extent that they have intel lec tual 
overexcitability, they are more likely to ponder and ques tion. Their emo -
tional overexcitability makes them more sen si tive to issues of moral ity and
fair ness. Their imaginational overexcitability prompts them to envi sion
how things might be. Over all, their overexcitabilities help them live mul ti -
fac eted and nuanced lives, but these same overexcitabilities are also likely to
make them more sensitive to existential issues.

Dabrowski also empha sized the role of social iza tion, which he called
the “second factor,” as a key force influ enc ing per sonal devel op ment,
though the amount of a cul ture’s influ ence varies with each per son’s inborn
devel op men tal poten tial. Nev er the less, the social envi ron ment often
squelches auton omy, and “adjust ment to a soci ety that is itself ‘prim i tive
and con fused’ is adevelopmental [i.e., hin ders devel op ment] and holds one
back from dis cov er ing indi vid ual essence and from exer cis ing choice in
shap ing and devel op ing one’s self…” (Tillier, 2008, p. 108). Even so, when
one becomes more aware of the scope and com plex ity of life and of one’s
cul ture, one begins to expe ri ence self-doubt, anx i ety, and depres sion;
Dabrowski empha sized that all of these—as dis com fort ing as they are—are
nec es sary steps on the path toward height ened devel op ment. Thus, as one
becomes more aware of “what ought to be” rather than just “what is,” he or
she expe ri ences increas ing dis com fort and dis il lu sion ment, often lead ing to 
a per sonal dis in te gra tion that, accord ing to Dabrowski, is a nec es sary step
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before one can rein te grate at a higher level of acceptance and under stand -
ing—a new level representing growth. 

Rein te gra tion at a higher level is not a cer tainty, though. Whether or
not one is in fact able to rein te grate depends on what Dabrowski called the
“third factor”—an inner force, largely inborn, that impels people to become
more self-deter mined and to con trol their behav iors by their inner
belief/value matrix, rather than by soci etal con ven tions or even their own
bio log i cal needs. This third factor allows people to live their lives con sciously
and delib er ately, acting in accor dance with their own per sonal values. The
dynamic of the third factor drives people toward intro spec tion, self-edu ca -
tion, and self-devel op ment, and it allows them to rein te grate them selves at a
higher level so that they can tran scend their sur round ings in a highly moral
and altru is tic fash ion. Some indi vid u als, how ever, may dis in te grate and fail
to rein te grate at a higher level, or they may stay at the same level as before. Of
course it is desir able to rein te grate at the higher level.

Dabrowski’s descrip tions of inte gra tion and dis in te gra tion are
impor tant but are also com plex, so I will pro vide only the high lights of
those that are par tic u larly rel e vant to exis ten tial depres sion. In Dabrowski’s
view, there are two types of inte gra tion—pri mary and sec ond ary—and
four types of dis in te gra tion—pos i tive, neg a tive, partial, and global. 

Pri mary inte gra tion char ac ter izes indi vid u als who are largely
under the influ ence of the first factor (biol ogy) and the second 
factor (envi ron ment). These indi vid u als expe ri ence the
human life cycle and may become very suc cess ful in soci etal
terms, but they are not fully devel oped human beings. Per sons 
char ac ter ized by sec ond ary inte gra tion are influ enced pri mar -
ily by the third factor; they are inner directed and values
driven. As fully human, they live life auton o mously, authen ti -
cally, and altru is ti cally. Bio log i cal drives are sub li mated into
higher modes of expres sion. Con for mity and non con for mity
to soci etal norms are prin ci pled. Move ment from pri mary to
sec ond ary inte gra tion arises from pos i tive dis in te gra tion.
(Mendaglio, 2008b, p. 36)

Pos i tive dis in te gra tion involves a two-step pro cess. First, the lower pri -
mary inte gra tion—which involves little, if any, reflec tion—must be
dis solved; sub se quently, one must rein te grate to create a higher level of func -
tion ing (Dabrowski, 1970). During the first step of dis so lu tion, indi vid u als
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expe ri ence “…intense exter nal and inter nal con flicts that gen er ate intense
neg a tive emo tions. Such expe ri enc ing may be ini tially trig gered by devel -
op men tal mile stones, such as puberty, or crises, such as a pain ful divorce or
a dif fi cult career event or the death of a loved one. As a result, indi vid u als
become increas ingly con scious of self and the world. They become more
and more dis tressed as they per ceive a dis crep ancy between the way the
world ought to be and the way it is…”(Mendaglio, 2008b, p. 27). The way
these per sons view and struc ture the world is thrown into ambi gu ity and
tur moil, along with the inter nal guide lines that they have thought lessly
adopted from soci ety to guide their daily behav iors. The exter nal struc ture
that they are steeped with becomes con tra dic tory or mean ing less when
con fronted with artic u late, con scious indi vid ual expe ri ence.

Because people can only stand con flict and ambi gu ity for a rel a tively
brief time, they will create a new mental orga ni za tion as they attempt to
reduce their anx i ety and dis com fort. How ever, this new mental schema
may be only par tially suc cess ful; these indi vid u als may find them selves
aware of incon sis ten cies and pre tenses within their new way of think ing,
though they may try des per ately to con vince them selves oth er wise. They
expe ri ence, then, only the dis solv ing part of the pro cess—with out rein te -
gra tion at a higher level—leav ing them with neg a tive dis in te gra tion and
the accom pa ny ing con flicts and neg a tive emo tions. Worse, they are unable
to return to their pre vi ous unthink ing way of being (“the rung bell”). Some
indi vid u als, usu ally those with sub stan tial ini tial inte gra tion and lim ited
poten tial to develop, will fall back and rein te grate at their pre vi ous level;
others find them selves stuck in dis in te gra tion—a serious situation that
Dabrowski said could lead to psychosis or suicide.

Accord ing to Dabrowski, some people are in fact able to com plete
both parts of the pro cess—both dis in te gra tion and sub se quent pos i tive
rein te gra tion. They develop an accep tance of their self-aware ness and
self-direc tion in ways that allow them to select values that tran scend the
imme di ate cul ture and are from then on focused on more uni ver sal,
human is tic, and altru is tic values. They may select a new voca tion in which
they can use their altru is tic vision or a new part ner with whom they can
share their impor tant values. This higher-level mental orga ni za tion allows
more of a sense of per sonal con tent ment with a striv ing to con tin u ally
improve, though these people will likely still expe ri ence epi sodes of dis in te -
gra tion, dis com fort, and rein te gra tion as their awareness continues to grow.
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Other Psychological Theorists
There are sev eral other psy cho log i cal the o rists whose writ ings

 provide con cepts that sup port and/or extend Dabrowski’s con cepts, par tic -
u larly as they relate to exis ten tial issues and depres sion. The psy chol o gist
George Kelley (1955) noted that humans do not enter a world that is inher -
ently struc tured; we must give the world a struc ture that we our selves
create. Thus, we create psy cho log i cal con structs, largely through lan guage,
to make sense out of our expe ri ences of the world. 

Man looks at his world through trans par ent tem plets which he 
cre ates and then attempts to fit over the real i ties of which the
world is com posed. (pp. 8-9) 

Con structs are used for pre dic tions of things to come, and the
world keeps on roll ing on and reveal ing these pre dic tions to be 
either cor rect or mis lead ing. This fact pro vides the basis for
the revi sion of con structs and, even tu ally, of whole con struct
sys tems. (p. 14)

The Ges talt the o rists, such as Fritz Perls, Ralph Hefferline, and Paul
Good man, empha sized two cen tral ideas: (1) we all exist in an expe ri en tial
pres ent moment, which is embed ded in webs of rela tion ships; (2) thus, we
can only know our selves against the back ground of how we relate to other
things—i.e., a figure-ground rela tion ship (Perls, Hefferline, & Good man,
1972). They also pointed out that humans have an inborn ten dency to seek 
clo sure and, as a result, have little tol er ance for ambi gu ity. Sim i larly, the
little-known the o rist Prescott Lecky (1969) hypoth e sized that humans are
born with an instinc tual drive to seek con sis tency as a way of making sense
of the world around them, a notion that is sim i lar to Leon Festinger’s
(1957) obser va tion that humans will strive ardu ously to reduce the uncom -
fort able psy cho log i cal ten sion cre ated by “cog ni tive dis so nance” that arises
if we have an inconsistency among our beliefs or behaviors. 

The neo-Freud ian Alfred Adler stated that people, in their attempt to
gain mas tery over their world, create “fic tional final isms”—invented con -
cepts that cannot be proven, yet people orga nize their lives around them as
though they are true (Hoffman, 1994). Since ulti mate truth is beyond the
capa bil ity of humans, we create par tial truths about things that we cannot
see, prove, nor dis prove. Exam ples range from the light hearted (e.g., Santa
Claus) to seri ous sweep ing philo soph i cal state ments (e.g., “We can con trol
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our own des tiny” or “There is a heaven for the vir tu ous and a hell for sin -
ners”). These fic tional final isms ame lio rate our anx i ety and help us feel
more in con trol of our world. We prefer the com fort of dog matic cer tainty
to the chaos of ques tion ing or of the inse cu rity and uncer tain ness of the
unknown. As Freud noted, “All fan ta sies to ful fill illu sions stem from anx i -
eties” (1989, p. 16); these are attempts to feel in con trol of our selves and the 
world around us.4 

The exis ten tial ist theo lo gian Paul Tillich (1957) made a sim i lar
obser va tion about humans, which prompted him to rede fine God and reli -
gion. Accord ing to Tillich, God was what ever a person was most ulti mately
con cerned with, and reli gion was com posed of what ever behav iors that
person engaged in to achieve that ulti mate con cern. In other words, a
 person’s God could be money, or reli gion, or power, or con trol, or fame—
what ever a person cre ated in order to try to orga nize his or her life.

All of these the o rists would com fort ably agree that people seek
groups and part ners who share their beliefs, which often leads to false but
reas sur ing cer tainty. These groups might embrace reli gious or polit i cal
causes, for exam ple—all of which might be altru is tic and benev o lent, but
yet all of which are likely to require a cer tain amount of con for mity and fit -
ting in at the expense of our indi vid u al ism. Con for mity can be com fort ing;
being an indi vid ual, par tic u larly if one is chal leng ing tra di tions, is often
uncom fort able. Dabrowski clearly believed that one cannot evolve into a
fully devel oped and authen tic person with out devel op ing an indi vid u al is -
tic, unique, and con scious inner core of beliefs and values. He also
under stood that this road was ardu ous and fraught with dis com fort and
pain. One must first dis in te grate before one can rein te grate at a higher
level, and that the pro cess of sub se quent incre men tal dis in te gra tions and
reintegrations is likely to continue throughout one’s entire life.
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light of our misery; substitutive sat is fac tions, which dimin ish it; and intox i cat ing sub -
stances, which make us insen si tive to it. Some thing of the kind is indis pens able” (p. 12).



A Journey into Existential Depression
Most of us have grown up in fam i lies with pre dict able behav iors and

tra di tions. Family mem bers are like plan ets in a solar system which have
reached an equi lib rium regard ing how they inter act with each other. The
rules of inter ac tion are rea son ably clear, and family envi ron ment is pre dict -
able. It is in such fam i lies that we acquire expec ta tions of our selves and the
world around us, and this is where we develop our values and beliefs of how
things “should be.”

How ever, our fam i lies are not always places of per fect accep tance and
hap pi ness; chil dren do things that dis please their par ents, and par ents do
not sat isfy all of the desires of their chil dren (nor should they, nec es sar ily).
When chil dren’s feel ings are hurt, they begin to with draw into them selves
and put up pro tec tive bar ri ers. They are not as open as they once were; they
are more evaluative and more cau tious—all part of the pro cess of becom ing 
an indi vid ual, sep a rate from parents and family.

As chil dren grow, they become exposed to people out side of the
family, and they dis cover that others do not share the same expec ta tions,
values, or behav iors.5 Ques tions arise. “Why? Which set of values and
behav iors is better? Which is right? How shall I choose?” They see that
some behav iors by others are entirely con tra dic tory to the ways in which
they them selves were raised.

The brighter that people are, the more likely they are to be aware of
how their own belief/value system is incon sis tent with that of others. They
may also see incon sis ten cies within their own belief/value system—their
values are out of sync with the way they feel! Ten sion and dis com fort arises.
They may expe ri ence an approach-avoid ance con flict about such aware -
ness. On the one hand, they want to become more aware of these
incon sis ten cies and absur di ties in order to be fair and con sis tent and to
learn better ways of being, yet on the other hand, they want to avoid such
aware ness because it makes them uncom fort able and chal lenges them to
exam ine them selves—not always a flat ter ing activ ity—as they try to live a
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occur between my mother and father.”



more thought ful, con sis tent, and mean ing ful life. These indi vid u als adopt
one or a com bi na tion of basic coping styles first described by the
neo-Freud ian Karen Horney (1945): (1) moving toward—accept ing soci -
ety’s tra di tions; con form ing; work ing the system to become suc cess ful, (2)
moving away from—reject ing tra di tional soci ety via with drawal; being non -
tra di tional and arcane, and (3) moving against—rebel liously reject ing
soci ety; being angry and openly nonconforming.

As these people gain more life expe ri ence, their per spec tives shift.
They rec og nize that Soc ra tes was right when he said, “The unex am ined life
is not worth living.” Yet exam in ing life can be dis com fort ing. For many,
cer tain life mile stones are awak en ing expe ri ences—for exam ple, birth days
(turn ing 21, 30, 40, etc.) and anni ver sa ries; school and col lege reunions;
wed dings and funer als; estate plan ning and making a will. People find that
they want to change their way of living so that they are not simply play ing
out the roles that others expect of them, but it is dif fi cult to give up old tra -
di tions and habits, as well as the connectedness that these customs and
practices offer. 

People find that when ever they chal lenge or vio late a tra di tion, it
makes others uncom fort able. We want people to be pre dict able, even if it
means that they are behav ing in illog i cal and non sen si cal ways. Most
people vac il late in their think ing and behav iors; they can see how they
might be and how they actu ally are, but making a leap for ward to change is
dif fi cult.6 They may also find them selves feel ing angry because they feel
pow er less to make the changes that they see as needed.

As people grow older, the devel op men tal chal lenges that they
encoun ter make them pro gres sively more aware of exis ten tial issues and
increase the like li hood of exis ten tial depres sion. Erikson (1959), Levinson
(1986), and Sheehy (1995, 2006) have described a series of adult life stages, 
each of which has devel op men tal tasks asso ci ated with it. A blended sum -
mary of the rel e vant adult stages is as follows:
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Age 18-24 “Pull ing up roots” – Break ing away from home

Age 25-35 “Trying 20s” – Estab lish ing one self as an adult; making
career choices; coming to grips with mar riage, chil dren,
soci ety

Age 35-45 “Dead line decade” – Authen tic ity crisis; real iza tion that it 
is the half way point in one’s life; re-eval u a tion of one self
and one’s rela tion ships; making choices about push ing
harder vs. with draw ing vs. chang ing one’s life

Age 45-55 “Renewal or res ig na tion” – Fur ther redef i ni tion of pri or i -
ties; chang ing or renew ing rela tion ships; roles change;
chil dren leave home; par ents age or die; phys i cal changes
in self; fur ther real iza tion of own mortality

Age 55+ “Regen er a tion” – Accep tance/rebel lion at pros pect of
retire ment; friends/men tors die; eval u a tion of life’s work;
new rela tion ship with family; phys i cal changes; self-accep -
tance or rejec tion

Although most people go through these stages during the ages listed
above, it is my expe ri ence that gifted adults usu ally encoun ter these life
stages ear lier and more intensely than others. As they grope with these
issues, they are likely to expe ri ence related prob lems involv ing mar i tal rap -
port and com mu ni ca tion, expec ta tions and rela tion ships with their
chil dren, dis sat is fac tion with co-work ers, and dis con tent with them selves.
In Dabrowski terms, they expe ri ence dis in te gra tion, with exis ten tial
depression as a main component.

It is evi dent, then, that being bright does not nec es sar ily mean that
one will be con tent, happy, and suc cess ful—and cer tainly not during peri -
ods of dis in te gra tion. More than 30 years ago, psy chol o gist May Seagoe
(1974) com posed a table in which she listed char ac ter is tic strengths of
gifted chil dren on one side, and then on the adja cent side, she listed pos si -
ble chal lenges or prob lems that are likely to arise from those very strengths.
Table 1 is a sim i lar table for gifted adults.
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Table 1. Characteristic Strengths and Associated Difficulties and
Challenges for Gifted Adults

Char ac ter is tic Strengths Asso ci ated Dif fi cul ties and
Chal lenges

Able to see poten tial; has high expec -
ta tions of self and others; thinks
crit i cally

Need for suc cess and rec og ni tion;
intol er ant of others; may seek exces -
sively high stan dards; ahead of the
times

Acquires and retains infor ma tion
quickly

Impa tient with slow ness of others;
may be seen as “know it all”

Large store of infor ma tion in advanced 
areas; diverse inter ests and abil i ties;
multi-tal ented

Career deci sion prob lems; frus trated
over lack of time; feel ing dif fer ent from 
others; exis ten tial alone ness; may be
seen by others as always in con trol

Intense and intrin si cally moti vated;
high energy level; per sis tent,
goal-directed behav ior

“Type A” per son al ity; dif fi culty relax -
ing; resists inter rup tions; may neglect
others during peri ods of focused inter -
ests; stub born ness

Inde pend ent and self-reli ant; cre ative
and inven tive; likes new ways of doing 
things

Dif fi culty in del e gat ing and trust ing
oth ers’ judg ment; rejects what is
already known; dis rupts cus toms or
plans of others

Seeks mean ing and con sis tency in
value sys tems and behav iors of self
and others

Overly self-crit i cal, per haps depressed
or cyn i cal about others; some times
bossy or dom i neer ing

Sen si tive to others; desires intense
emo tional rela tion ships

Over sen si tive to peer crit i cism; intense 
mentor rela tion ships result in keen
dis ap point ment

Focuses on cause and effect; insists
on sup port ing evi dence and proof

Dif fi culty with non-log i cal human
aspects, such as feel ings, tra di tions,
or mat ters to be taken “on faith”

Strong sense of humor; able to laugh
at self

Humor may not be under stood by
others; may focus on absur di ties of
sit u a tions; humor may be used to
attack others or hold them at a
dis tance
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These strengths and asso ci ated dif fi cul ties lead most gifted adults to
expe ri ence at least some exis ten tial con flicts that they strug gle with
through out their life (Jacobsen, 2000; Streznewski, 1999). Four of these
con flicts occur with par tic u lar fre quency and serve as under pin nings for
per sonal dis in te gra tion, cre at ing sig nif i cant anx i ety and depres sion for the
indi vid u als who struggle with them. They are: 

m Ac cep tance of others vs. dis ap point ment and cyn i cism
m Acceptance of self vs. excessive self-criticism and depression
m Necessity of feelings vs. the efficiency of logic and rational approaches
m Find ing per sonal mean ing vs. tan gi ble achieve ments

To reach pos i tive rein te gra tion, one needs to reach some res o lu tion,
or at least a level of com fort, con cern ing ways to manage (not to sat isfy) the
issues listed in the bulleted items above. 

Learning to Manage Existential Issues and Depression
How does one learn to manage exis ten tial issues? First, people must

under take to know them selves. Gifted adults com monly have the expe ri -
ence of being “out of sync” with others but not under stand ing how or why
they are dif fer ent. Jacobsen (2000) describes how people came to her in her
clin i cal prac tice with a vague sense that they were dif fer ent; others had told
them repeat edly that they were “too-too”—that is, too seri ous, too intense,
too com plex, too emo tional, etc. How ever, as these gifted adults came to
under stand that such behav iors were normal for people like them selves,
their anx i ety about it lessened. 

Along with know ing one self, it is impor tant to come to grips with three
truths pointed out long ago by the phi los o pher Arthur Schopenhauer (2004).
He empha sized the impor tance of know ing and devel op ing our selves, stat ing
that: (1) what we have as mate rial goods are tem po rary, tran sient, and not able
to pro vide us with last ing com fort; (2) what we rep re sent in the eyes of others is 
as ephem eral as mate rial pos ses sions, since the opin ions of others may change
at any time; besides, we can never know what others really think of us anyway;
and (3) what we are is the only thing that truly mat ters. 

Polonius, in Shake speare’s Hamlet, says, “This above all: to thine own 
self be true,/And it must follow, as the night the day,/Thou cans’t not be
false to any man.” Cer tainly, know ing one self, includ ing our weak areas, is
impor tant. Know ing our thought pat terns is also impor tant. As Yalom
(2008) noted, “Inner equa nim ity stems from know ing that it is not things
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that dis turb us, but our inter pre ta tions of things” (p. 113). What is our
self-talk as we look at the world and at sit u a tions in our world?

Next we should under stand how we relate to others. Many years ago,
Luft and Ingham (1955), rec og niz ing that all of us have “blind spots” when it 
comes to how we see our selves, devel oped a simple matrix which they called
Johari’s Window as a tool to help people under stand them selves, their blind
spots, and their rela tion ships with others. To use Johari’s window, a person is
given a list of 55 adjec tives and instructed to select five or six that describe his
or her own per son al ity. Peers of that person are then given the same list, and
they each choose five or six adjec tives that describe the sub ject. These adjec -
tives are then put in the appro pri ate “window” below. The person dis cov ers
which of the adjec tives match what others have listed, as well as which adjec -
tives they listed that others did not. The results can be extremely help ful in
gain ing self-under stand ing, includ ing how one is seen by others.

Table 2. Johari’s Window 
(Luft & Ingham, 1955)

 Known to Self Unknown to Self

Known to Others A 
[Open]

B 
[Blind]
Decrease our “blind
spots” through feed back
from others

Unknown to Others C 
[Hidden]
Decrease the items in
this window through
self-dis clo sure

D 
[Unknown]
Decrease this window
through intro spec tion

It is not enough, though, to simply know one self. We must also
accept our selves and find ways to nur ture our selves. Below are some guid -
ing prin ci ples I have found to be help ful and have shared with others:

m Your life focus should be on prin ci ples and values rather than
people.

m De vel op ing your self will likely re quire self-focus and prob a bly
some nar cis sism, but know that there is a dif fer ence be tween
healthy nar cis sism and patho log i cal narcissism.
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m Your de vel op ment will likely in volve pe ri ods of dis in te gra tion and re -
in te gra tion as you move toward in creas ingly pos i tive dis in te gra tion.

m Your jour ney will prob a bly make you and others around you
uncom fort able.

When people expe ri enc ing dis in te gra tion know what they might
expect, as in the list above, the expe ri ence itself is not so intim i dat ing or
fright en ing. There is hope that the indi vid ual will rein te grate in a pos i tive
way, though the expe ri ence will be uncom fort able for a time. In addi tion to 
this under stand ing, there are sev eral coping strat e gies that can be help ful, as 
well as other behav ioral styles that may appear helpful but really are not.

Coping Styles and Strategies
Coping with an ongo ing aware ness of exis ten tial issues and the

accom pa ny ing low-grade depres sion can be dis tress ing, and few people can
directly con front their exis ten tial depres sion for very long. As Yalom (2008) 
wrote, quot ing François de La Rochefoucauld from the 1600s, “You cannot 
stare straight into the face of the sun, or death.”

How do people try to manage these com plex and often pain ful issues? 
Some coping styles are clearly less adap tive than others, espe cially when
they involve nar row ing of thought and high activ ity levels. Some fre quent
but not-so-effec tive styles are:

m Be com ing nar cis sis tic. Some in di vid u als deal with pain ful issues
in their life through nar cis sism. Their thought pat tern is some -
thing like this: “I can pro tect myself (tem po rarily) from having to
con front my own mor tal ity by con vinc ing myself of my own im -
por tance and that what I am doing is ex tremely im por tant to the
world.”

m Know ing the “truth.” Like wise, some in di vid u als con vince them -
selves that they are “right” and know the “truth.” Re li gions often
fa cil i tate such an at ti tude. Their thought pat tern goes some thing
like this: “If I can con vince myself that I know the ‘truth’ about life 
and the uni ver sal mean ing of ex is tence, then I can gain com fort.”
Often, this il lu sion is ac com pa nied by an in tol er ance for oth ers’
ques tions, beliefs, or style of living.
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m Trying to con trol life, or at least label it. An other strat egy is con -
trol. “Per haps if I or ga nize myself and my think ing in con trolled,
logic-tight com part ments, then I can con trol life.” Labels help, be -
cause they give an il lu sion of con trol. If I have power over things
around me, then I have power over my life and my destiny.

m Learn ing to not think. Still an other pat tern is to be non-think ing. 
“Some times it is simply less pain ful if I choose to just not think
about things that matter, and cer tainly to avoid using crit i cal
think ing skills. I will se lec tively ignore areas of my life.” This
allows blind spots to de velop or exist. 

m Learn ing to not care. I have known chil dren and adults who have
con vinced them selves not to care; it is less pain ful that way. Un for -
tu nately, many times this “numb ing of the mind” is ac com plished
via al co hol, drugs, or other addictions.

m Keep ing busy. Some in di vid u als avoid facing dif fi cult per sonal
issues by keep ing busy. Their inner voice tells them, “If I stay fran -
ti cally busy in a hypomanic fash ion, then I don’t have time to
think about things, or about the mean ing of my be hav iors.”
Some times these people are “triv ial pur su ers” in that they focus on
pos sess ing, cre at ing, or de vel op ing mi nu tiae or pleas ant pas times
with little regard to whether their ef forts are triv ial or harm ful.
Others seem to have a com pul sion to utter or to act to over come
their “horror vacui”—their fear of empty space or time, during
which they might be forced to face their issues.

m Seek ing nov elty and adren a line rushes. The psy chol o gist Frank
Farley (1991) has described a type “T” per son al ity, in which the
“T” stands for thrills through risk taking and seek ing stim u la tion,
excite ment, and arousal. Some of these people may develop addic -
tions—sub stance abuse, gam bling, sexual addic tion, and others.
In some respects, type “T” behav iors are ben e fi cial because, by
push ing the limits of tra di tion, these indi vid u als can pro mote cre -
ative behav iors. On the other hand, type “T” behav iors can easily
become a sub sti tute for authen tic close rela tion ships or for
meaningful self-examination.
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Other coping styles are more adap tive. They help main tain a per sonal 
bal ance that increases the like li hood of suc cess fully man ag ing dis in te gra -
tions and exis ten tial issues. These include:

m Coming to know one self. An in di vid ual must “sep a rate the wheat
from the chaff” when it comes to his or her values and per cep tion
of the world. One’s unique char ac ter is tics and per son al ity must be
rec og nized, valued, and ac cepted. Ex ter nal mores and ex ter nally
based per cep tions and un der stand ings of the world—the chaff—
must be win nowed from one’s own—how ever flawed and un de -
vel oped—sense of the world.

m Be com ing in volved in causes. People who get in volved with
causes are almost always ide al ists. “When I am in a cause with
others, whether the cause is ac a demic, po lit i cal, social, or even a
cult, I feel less alone.” Some times, though, ex is ten tial issues lead
in di vid u als to bury them selves so in ten sively in causes that they
ne glect to look at themselves. 

m Main tain ing a sense of humor. It has been said that if you push a
trag edy far enough, it be comes a comedy. The ev ery day trag e dies
that we ex pe ri ence in our lives can be bur den some, but through
comedy, we get a sense of relief and per spec tive. While life’s ab sur -
di ties can be frus trat ing and dis tress ing, find ing humor in them
(of ten times by imag in ing them pushed to ex tremes) can prompt a
more prag matic—and some times re al is tic—view of things. Being
able to laugh at a sit u a tion is a valu able asset; being able to laugh at 
one self is even more im por tant. Thus, a sense of humor can ame -
lio rate our feel ings of hopelessness about existential issues.

m Touch ing and feel ing con nected. One potent way of break ing
through the sense of ex is ten tial iso la tion is through touch. In the
same way that in fants need to be held and touched, so do per sons
who are ex pe ri enc ing ex is ten tial alone ness. Touch is a fun da men tal
and in stinc tual aspect of ex is tence, as ev i denced by mother-infant
bond ing or “fail ure to thrive” syn drome. Often, I have “pre -
scribed” daily hugs for young sters suf fer ing ex is ten tial de pres sion
and have ad vised par ents of re luc tant teen ag ers to simply say, “I
know you may not want a hug, but I need a hug, so come here and
give me a hug.” A hug, a touch on the arm, play ful jos tling, or even 
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a “high five” can be very im por tant to such a young ster be cause it
es tab lishes at least some phys i cal, tan gi ble con nec tion. Hug ging
and touch ing is very im por tant in all cul tures. Re gret ta bly, our so -
ci ety seems in creas ingly wary about people touch ing each other.

m Com part men tal iz ing. It is not so much events that dis turb us, but 
our in ter pre ta tions of those events—our “self-talk.” In tense neg a -
tive self-talk about a sit u a tion or one’s life can easily spread into
“all or none” or “always” or “never” think ing that re sults in stress
spill ing over into all areas of a per son’s life—for ex am ple, “I’m
never going to feel hap pi ness again!” or “I always feel alone. I’m
never going to find anyone I can relate to, and that’s cat a strophic!”
The extent to which in di vid u als are mis er a ble de pends heavily on
their self-talk and whether they can learn to com part men tal ize or
sec tion off the stress and, at least tem po rarily, quar an tine that area. 
Some people have found it help ful to vi su al ize putt ing the stress
inside a box or “Worry Jar,” then shut ting the lid and plac ing it on
a shelf until they are ready to look at those wor ries again (Webb,
Gore, Amend, & DeVries, 2007). They simply plan to deal with
the issue at a later time, or they set aside a des ig nated “worry time”
just for that issue. Just be cause people are upset in one area of their
life does not mean that they should be mis er a ble about ev ery thing. 
Too much compartmentalization, how ever, can also result in
prob lems. Some times people wall off their feel ings so thor oughly
that they have dif fi culty being “pres ent” in the here and now, or
they may in tel lec tu al ize the prob lem into a com part ment but
never ac tu ally deal with the issue or the self-talk that cre ated it in
the first place. Some in di vid u als de velop such tight com part ments 
that they cannot see how their be hav iors and be liefs are ac tu ally
con tra dic tory—for example, environmental concerns juxtaposed
against admiration for a gas-guzzling vehicle.

m Let ting go. People who are in tense often try to impose their will
on the world around them in vir tu ally all areas yet find them selves
un sat is fied or un happy with the out come. Some years ago, there
was a pop u lar movie, My Dinner with Andre (1981), which fea -
tured two friends shar ing their life ex pe ri ences over an eve ning
meal at a res tau rant. In the film, Greg ory, a the ater di rec tor from
New York and the more talk ative of the two, re lates to Shawn his
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sto ries of drop ping out of school, trav el ing around the world, and
ex pe ri enc ing the va ri ety of ways in which people live, in clud ing a
monk who could bal ance his entire weight on his fin ger tips.
Shawn, who has lived his life fran ti cally meet ing dead lines and
achiev ing, lis tens avidly but ques tions the value of Greg ory’s seem -
ing aban don ment of the prag matic as pects of life. There is no
res o lu tion, but the film raises the ques tion of how much one needs 
to try to con trol life versus whether it is better to just let go and
flow with life.

m Living in the pres ent moment. Living in the pres ent (Dasein) is to 
be aware of what is hap pen ing to you, what you are doing, and
what you are feel ing and think ing. You look at sit u a tions as they
are, with out col or ing them with pre vi ous ex pe ri ences. You are not
in flu enced by fears, anger, de sires, or at tach ments. Living in such a 
way makes it easier to deal with what ever you are doing at the pres -
ent moment. People in disintegrative states often focus heavily on
the past or on the future, which looks so bleak to them, rather than 
living in the present.

m Learn ing op ti mism and re sil iency. Op ti mism sig nif i cantly af fects
how people re spond to ad ver sity and dif fi culty. Al though there is a 
ge netic pre dis po si tion toward op ti mism or pes si mism, and even
toward de pres sion, de pres sion is greatly in flu enced by how an in -
di vid ual has learned to react to what hap pens in his or her life.
Though people can do little about their ge net ics, their re ac tion to
sit u a tions, in clud ing their self-talk, will determine their optimism
and resiliency. 

m Fo cus ing on the con ti nu ity of gen er a tions. For some, fo cus ing on 
the con ti nu ity of gen er a tions—chil dren and grand chil dren—is
com fort ing; for others, it is dis turb ing be cause they see the world
as being so full of dif fi cul ties that they worry over what their chil -
dren will face. Nev er the less, age does bring per spec tive such that
one no longer “sweats the small stuff.” And most people, as they
get older, find that they have wisdom that they can share with
youn ger people, which helps them feel con nected with at least
some of hu man ity. Some have even writ ten an eth i cal will to pass
their values, ideals, and life phi los o phy on to their chil dren and
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grand chil dren (Webb, Gore, DeVries, & McDaniel, 2004). Most
people, as they enter their later life, find ways to re solve ex is ten tial
issues, in clud ing the thought of dying, and come to reach some
sense of peace and contentment.

m Being aware of “rip pling.” Recently, I sat with a friend who was
dying of lung cancer, and we talked about rip pling—how the
influ ence of his life had rip pled out widely to affect the lives of
people, many of whom he did not even know. I recalled Yalom’s
(2008) state ment that, “Of all the ideas that have emerged from
my years of prac tice to coun ter a per son’s death anx i ety and dis -
tress at the tran sience of life, I have found the idea of rip pling
sin gu larly pow er ful” (p. 83). “Each of us cre ates—often with out
our con scious intent or knowl edge—con cen tric cir cles of influ -
ence that may affect others for years, even for generations” (p. 83).

A Personal Coat of Arms
In the Middle Ages, fam i lies often had a coat of arms, depicted by a

shield con tain ing sym bols to rep re sent and high light dif fer ent aspects of
that fam ily’s tra di tion and her i tage. A pic ture of a sheaf of grain might sym -
bol ize that the family owned land; a sword could depict family mem bers
who fought val iantly. Below is an exer cise to help indi vid u als depict what is
impor tant to them—what they would want their coat of arms to look like if 
we used such things today.

“Your Per sonal Coat of Arms” is an exer cise shared with me many
years ago by a col league that helps people think about the key values they
use to guide their life and the deci sions they make. This exer cise can also
help them decide which areas are core values for them and which are simply 
a veneer of con ve nience or tra di tion.
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Figure 1. Per sonal Coat of Arms

___________________ Per sonal Coat of Arms



Figure 1 shows an escutch eon that is sub di vided. Here are the
instruc tions for fill ing out your Per sonal Coat of Arms:

m First, title your shield by putt ing your name on the top.

m In each sec tion of your shield, put the fol low ing:

— Choose one word that describes you, and draw a pic ture that
rep re sents that word in one panel of the shield.

— Draw a symbol to rep re sent the social or polit i cal cause that
you have done the most for in your life time.

— List two things that you have been strug gling to become better
at, and write them in one panel of the shield.

— Draw a pic ture or note a major fan tasy of what you yearn to do
or would do if you had no restric tions.

— Select three words that you would like people to use to describe
you, and write or sym bol ize them in one panel of the shield.

— Draw some thing to rep re sent what caused the great est change
in your way of living.

— Draw or sym bol ize the most impor tant person in your life.

Now con sider how cen tral this coat of arms is in your daily life. Do
you use your coat of arms only to pro tect you, or does it also rep re sent
some thing that you aspire to?

Roles and Role Strip ping
You prob a bly noticed that much of what you wrote on your Per sonal

Coat of Arms had to do with your roles in life—per haps as parent, stu dent,
musi cian, friend, spouse, helper, entre pre neur, adven turer—and roles cer -
tainly pro vide struc ture to our lives. But this raises some impor tant
ques tions. How much of your iden tify and self-worth come from the roles
that you play? Do you define your roles, or do they define you? Are the roles 
simply irrel e vant tra di tions and con fin ing rit u als, or do they give your life
mean ing ful sub stance? Are these roles how you want to live your life?

A solid sense of self cannot be built on roles. To do so increases the like li -
hood of dis in te gra tion, because at some point, all of our roles will be stripped
from us. There will come a day when we will no longer be a teacher or a
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busi ness owner or musi cian or a hus band or a wife. We will no longer be some -
one’s child; our par ents will die, leav ing us as orphans. I can sub sti tute new
roles for the ones I have lost, but those may become lost, too. As I lose the roles
that orga nize my exis tence, I will find myself having to con front pro voc a tive
ques tions. What would I be like with out my roles? What value would I have?
As I sub sti tute new roles, are they truly ones that I want to select? 

Some years ago, a col league in psy chol ogy intro duced me to a
role-strip ping exer cise as a way of focus ing thought on these issues. It goes
as fol lows:

m Iden tify the five most cen tral roles in your life (mother, son,
teacher, civic leader, etc.), and write them on a piece of paper.

m Rank these roles, with “1” being the most cen tral to your life’s ac -
tiv i ties.

m Take role “5” and con sider how it struc tures and fits into your life.
Now throw it away. You no longer have it in your life.

m Take role “4” and con tem plate how it struc tures and fits into your
life. Now throw it away. You no longer have it in your life either.

m Con tinue dis card ing roles, one at a time with due con sid er ation,
until only one role is left. This is your cen tral role, the one around
which most of your life is fo cused.

m Now dis card that role. What of you is left? Who are you with out
your roles? What value do you have?

After the role-strip ping exer cise, con sider once again how much your
roles define you versus how much you define your roles. You may wish to
con tem plate what others would be like with out their roles. What value
would they have? Per haps you might ask family mem bers and co-work ers
how they per ceive your major roles. Their ideas might be dif fer ent! You
may then decide to tem po rarily take “time out” from each of your roles so
that you can enrich or enhance other roles. Or you may resolve to develop a
new role or invent a new tra di tion for your self or your family.
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Interpersonal Relationships
Over the course of our lives, each of us devel ops a per sona—a façade

that we put up for the world to pro tect our selves from others until we know
that we can trust them well enough to lower that façade.7 Behind this façade
is where we cope with our own inter nal exis ten tial issues, but it is also our
façade that keeps others at a dis tance and fos ters our exis ten tial alone ness
because it hin ders them from truly know ing us. This façade usu ally rep re -
sents our life style, and behind the mask are our values; how ever, both life style 
and values are mat ters that we can choose to adopt or to dis card. 

There are three under ly ing exis ten tial facts. They are: (1) we are basi -
cally alone, (2) we will die, and (3) we need others. Inter per sonal
rela tion ships are basic to human exis tence, yet we spend so much of our
lives in super fi ci al i ties that we often give too little focus to mean ing ful rela -
tion ships. Here are some ques tions to consider:

m Do you have at least one person with whom you can be ac cepted
with out your roles?

m Are your re la tion ships with others pri mar ily au then tic, or are they
mostly roles?

m Do you need to be in con trol of others as much as you are, or can
you re lease some of that con trol?

m Does your logic and ana lyt i cal abil ity inter fere with your abil ity to
give and receive affec tion?

Exis ten tial iso la tion is eased to a degree if people simply feel that
some one else under stands the issues that they are grap pling with. For
exam ple, even though your expe ri ence is not exactly the same as mine, I
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feel far less alone if I know that your expe ri ences have been some what
sim i lar.8 

Many people have writ ten about how impor tant it is that a person
not be allowed to die alone, and hos pice cen ters across the coun try make
sure that some one is pres ent at the moment of death. Anx i ety about death
is not a dis ease; it is simply a byprod uct of life. It seems that death—the
final moment in our life as we know it—is a topic that people avoid except
in the abstract. How ever, we need to think and talk about death if we are to
live our lives well. 

In our alone ness, par tic u larly as we con tem plate no longer being in this 
world and no longer exist ing, we do need others. We never out grow our need
for connectedness. Estab lish ing rela tion ships with others typ i cally goes
through a sequence of three suc ces sive steps: (1) inclu sion/exclu sion—“Am I a
member of this group, or am I on the out side?” (2) con trol—“Where do I fit
in deter min ing what we are going to do? Am I the leader, the fol lower, the
worker, etc.?” and (3) mutual caring—“Do others really care about my con -
cerns, and do I care about theirs?” (Schutz, 1958). How ever, these three
steps can actu ally inter fere with close rela tion ships with others.

m Here are some ex er cises you may find help ful for im prov ing your
re la tion ships with others: 

m Set aside five to 15 min utes of spe cial time each day to let some one 
else be in con trol.

m As an ex er cise, convey and re ceive af fec tion nonverbally.

m Touch other people more often, and reg u larly.

m Iden tify the “im per fec tions” in each of your re la tion ships. How
would your re la tion ships change if you stopped trying to change
these im per fec tions?
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m In crease your self-dis clo sure, be cause self-dis clo sure pro motes re -
cip ro cal self-dis clo sure in others.

m Offer others em pa thy, even when you are fright ened or angry.

m Express grat i tude to some one to whom you have never before
expressed it.

These exer cises should open the door to improved rela tion ships with
others. They help people con nect in new ways and become more aware if
their behav iors in rela tion ships, includ ing some that may be ham per ing the 
rela tion ship.

Self-Management
I have already noted the impor tance of accept ing one self as valu able

apart from one’s roles and sep a rate from oth ers’ eval u a tions. But learn ing to 
do this requires that people learn to manage them selves. This involves them 
becom ing more aware of them selves—their roles, their coat of arms, their
rela tion ships—and then learn ing to manage their self-talk about all of this.
If they allow them selves to explore as they do this, they may be able to dis -
cover parts of them selves that do not fit with their roles.

Here are some things to try that will facil i tate your learn ing more
about your self, as well as learn ing new self-man age ment skills:

m Med i tate for five to 15 min utes per day.

m Become aware of your self-talk. Then, mea sure the amount of
your neg a tive self-talk as com pared with the amount of your pos i -
tive self-talk.

m Min i mize your self-con trol in se lected sit u a tions.

m Be aware of “HALT” and its rela tion ship to depres sion and
 cynicism. HALT stands for Hungry, Angry, Lonely, and Tired—
all of which are con di tions that pre dis pose people to feel ing over -
whelmed. Nietsche said, “When we are tired, we are attacked by
ideas we con quered long ago.” 
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Life Meaning
Part of the human con di tion seems to be to search for mean ing.

Through out his tory, count less great works of lit er a ture have focused on this 
theme. Victor Frankl, in his 1946 book Man’s Search for Mean ing, showed
us that even in dire cir cum stances, such as a con cen tra tion camp like
Auschwitz, there is a great human need to find mean ing. Frankl him self,
impris oned and in des per ate cir cum stances in Auschwitz, searched for and
found mean ing in his rela tion ships with others and with loved ones, even
though they were separated. 

Unfor tu nately, the people who need mean ing the most are usu ally so
busy achiev ing that they have little or no time to search for it. With out
mean ing as an anchor, people are par tic u larly at risk for dis in te gra tion and
exis ten tial depres sion. Fran tic efforts at achieve ment and con trol end up
col laps ing because they are hollow under neath. Are you just play ing roles,
or are your rela tion ships real? Can you con clude that your life has pur pose
and mean ing? Have you devel oped values and beliefs that go beyond your
roles? What if you could start over? What would you do dif fer ently? Can
you trust that there is some unity or har mony in life and that your life can
fit in some how? These are impor tant ques tions to resolve if one’s life is to
have meaning.

Mean ing devel ops first from a deep, con scious, accu rate, and  authentic
under stand ing of one self. Second, mean ing then arises from under stand ing 
one self in rela tion to the world at large—that is, the sense of how one’s life
fits in rela tion ship with the uni verse. And third, mean ing grows from
authen tic rela tions with others, which allow expres sion for the first and a
con text for the second. It is through our per sonal rela tions that we can
express our selves as the unique indi vid u als we are and how we can under -
stand our prac ti cal ground ing within the uni verse. 

Since, ulti mately, you will be the one who has to give your life mean -
ing, what mean ing do you give your life? Here are some sug ges tions that
might help you begin the pro cess:

m If you were to write a “last lec ture”—a speech that you would give
if you knew you would die to mor row—what would you say? Car -
ne gie Mellon pro fes sor Randy Pausch (2008), dying at age 47, did
just that.

m What have you learned thus far about the mean ing of life that you
could share with others?
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m Recall and locate five works of art—sto ries, poems, music, paint -
ings, and/or other forms of art that have had mean ing for you.
Share these with a friend or a family member. In what ways have
they helped you find mean ing?

m De scribe what you see as your great est ac com plish ment. Does it
relate to the goals you set for your self? To your pur pose in life?

m Re mem ber that great ideas and ac com plish ments, in clud ing yours,
may not be valued or rec og nized until long after your life has ended.

m “What can you do now in your life so that one year or five years from
now, you won’t look back and have…dismay about the new regrets
you’ve accu mu lated? In other words, can you find a way to live with -
out con tin u ing to accu mu late regrets?” (Yalom, 2008, p. 101).

Conclusion
A con clu sion about exis ten tial issues and exis ten tial depres sion is

impos si ble because they are like a möbius strip that con tin ues seamlessly
and end lessly. Yet we do need to help our selves and our bright young sters
cope with these dif fi cult exis ten tial ques tions. We cannot do any thing
about death; our exis tence is finite. How ever, we can learn to accept those
aspects of exis tence that we cannot change. We can also feel under stood and 
not so alone, and we can dis cover ways to manage free dom and our sense of
iso la tion so that they will give our lives pur pose. We can keep cre at ing and
devel op ing our selves, we can keep work ing for pos i tive and healthy rela -
tion ships, and we can keep trying to make a dif fer ence in the world, thereby 
cre at ing mean ing for our selves. Although we cannot erad i cate the basic
under ly ing bricks of the exis ten tial wall, we can learn from Dabrowski that
growth through the dis cov ery of authen tic ity within our selves and the
expres sion of our authen tic selves through authen tic rela tion ships may
serve as a salve to soothe these real i ties of our exis tence.

In coping with exis ten tial depres sion, we must real ize that exis ten tial
con cerns are not issues that can be dealt with only once, but will prob a bly
need fre quent revis it ing and recon sid er a tion. We can sup port others and
help them under stand that dis in te gra tion is a nec es sary step toward new
growth and mean ing—it can even tu ally be pos i tive. And finally, we can
encour age these indi vid u als to give mean ing to their own lives in what ever
ways they can by adopt ing the mes sage of hope as expressed by the Afri -
can-Amer i can poet Langston Hughes in his poem Dreams.
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Dreams

Hold fast to dreams,
for if dreams die,

Life is a broken-winged bird
That cannot fly.

Hold fast to dreams.
For if dreams go, 

Life is a barren field
Cov ered with snow.
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