
Michael Linden

Embitterment, 
Posttraumatic 
Embitterment Disorder, 
and Wisdom Therapy

Lin
d

en
E

m
bitterm

ent, Posttraum
atic E

m
bitterm

ent D
isorder,  

and W
isdom

 T
herapy



Embitterment, 
 Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder,  

and Wisdom Therapy

This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.



This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.



Michael Linden

Embitterment,  
Posttraumatic Embitterment 
Disorder,  
and Wisdom Therapy

This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.

This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.



Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication information for the print version of this book is available via the 
Library of Congress Marc Database under the LC Control Number 2022934712

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication
Title: Embitterment, posttraumatic embitterment disorder, and wisdom therapy / Michael Linden.
Other titles: Verbitterung und Posttraumatische Verbitterungsstörung. English
Names: Linden, Michael, author.
Description: Translation of: Verbitterung und Posttraumatische Verbitterungsstörung. | Includes 

bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: Canadiana (print) 20220200610 | Canadiana (ebook) 20220200688 | ISBN 9780889376120 

(softcover) | ISBN 9781616766122 (PDF) | ISBN 9781613346129 (EPUB)
Subjects: LCSH: Adjustment disorders. | LCSH: Adjustment disorders—Treatment. | LCSH: Emotions.
Classification: LCC RC455.4.S87 L56 2022 | DDC 616.85/2—dc23

The present volume is a translation of M. Linden, Verbitterung und Posttraumatische Verbitterungsstörung, published under 
license from Hogrefe Verlag GmbH & Co. KG, Göttingen, Germany. © 2017 by Hogrefe Verlag GmbH & Co. KG.

© 2023 by Hogrefe Publishing
www.hogrefe.com

The authors and publisher have made every effort to ensure that the information contained in this text is in accord 
with the current state of scientific knowledge, recommendations, and practice at the time of publication. In spite of 
this diligence, errors cannot be completely excluded. Also, due to changing regulations and continuing research, in-
formation may become outdated at any point. The authors and publisher disclaim any responsibility for any conse-
quences which may follow from the use of information presented in this book.

Registered trademarks are not noted specifically as such in this publication. The use of descriptive names, registered 
names, and trademarks does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are exempt 
from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.

PUBLISHING OFFICES
USA: Hogrefe Publishing Corporation, 44 Merrimac St., Suite 207, Newburyport, MA 01950

Phone (978) 255 3700; E-mail customersupport@hogrefe.com
EUROPE: Hogrefe Publishing GmbH, Merkelstr. 3, 37085 Göttingen, Germany

Phone +49 551 99950-0, Fax +49 551 99950-111; E-mail publishing@hogrefe.com
SALES & DISTRIBUTION
USA: Hogrefe Publishing, Customer Services Department,

30 Amberwood Parkway, Ashland, OH 44805
Phone (800) 228-3749, Fax (419) 281-6883; E-mail customerservice@hogrefe.com

UK: Hogrefe Publishing, c/o Marston Book Services Ltd., 160 Eastern Ave., Milton Park, 
Abingdon, OX14 4SB
Phone +44 1235 465577, Fax +44 1235 465556; E-mail direct.orders @marston.co.uk

EUROPE: Hogrefe Publishing, Merkelstr. 3, 37085 Göttingen, Germany
Phone +49 551 99950-0, Fax +49 551 99950-111; E-mail publishing@hogrefe.com

OTHER OFFICES
CANADA: Hogrefe Publishing, 82 Laird Drive, East York, Ontario, M4G 3V1
SWITZERLAND: Hogrefe Publishing, Länggass-Strasse 76, 3012 Bern

Copyright Information
The e-book, including all its individual chapters, is protected under international copyright law. The unauthorized 
use or distribution of copyrighted or proprietary content is illegal and could subject the purchaser to substantial dam-
ages. The user agrees to recognize and uphold the copyright.
License Agreement
The purchaser is granted a single, nontransferable license for the personal use of the e-book and all related files.

Making copies or printouts and storing a backup copy of the e-book on another device is permitted for private, per-
sonal use only. This does not apply to any materials explicitly designated as copyable material (e.g., questionnaires 
and worksheets for use in practice).
Other than as stated in this License Agreement, you may not copy, print, modify, remove, delete, augment, add to, 
publish, transmit, sell, resell, create derivative works from, or in any way exploit any of the e-book’s content, in whole 
or in part, and you may not aid or permit others to do so. You shall not: (1) rent, assign, timeshare, distribute, or trans-
fer all or part of the e-book or any rights granted by this License Agreement to any other person; (2) duplicate the e-
book, except for reasonable backup copies; (3) remove any proprietary or copyright notices, digital watermarks, la-
bels, or other marks from the e-book or its contents; (4) transfer or sublicense title to the e-book to any other party.

These conditions are also applicable to any files accompanying the e-book that are made available for download. 
Should the print edition of this book include electronic supplementary material then all this material (e.g., audio, 
video, pdf files) is also available with the e-book edition.
Format: EPUB
ISBN 978-0-88937-612-0 (print) • ISBN 978-1-61676-612-2 (PDF) • ISBN 978-1-61334-612-9 (EPUB)
https://doi.org/10.1027/00612-000

This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.

http://www.hogrefe.com
mailto:customersupport@hogrefe.com
mailto:publishing@hogrefe.com
mailto:customerservice@hogrefe.com
mailto:direct.orders@marston.co.uk
mailto:publishing@hogrefe.com


Contents

1  The Emotion Embitterment   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .1
1 .1 Emotional Reaction to Humiliation,  Vilification, Breach of Trust,  

and Injustice   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .1

1 .2 Theory of Emotion  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .2

1 .3 Function of Embitterment   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .4

1 .4 Violation of Basic Beliefs   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .6

1 .5 Belief in a Just World Psychology  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .8

1 .6 Injustice and Embitterment in a Societal Context  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .9

2  Resilience and Protective Factors Against Negative Life Events  .  . 13
2 .1 Wisdom  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 13

2 .2 Forgiveness   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 15

2 .3 Intelligence and Problem-Solving Skills  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 16

2 .4 Emotional Intelligence  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 17

2 .5 Sense of Coherence  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 17

2 .6 Morality  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 18

3  Posttraumatic Embitterment  Disorder  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 19
3 .1 Clinical Picture   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 19

3 .2 Definition and Diagnostic Criteria of PTED  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 21

3 .3 Differential Diagnosis of PTED   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 24

3 .3 .1 Differentiation of Intrusions, Rumination, and Associated  
Symptoms .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 24

3 .3 .2 Differentiation Among PTED and Other Mental Disorders  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 27

3 .3 .3 Differentiation Among PTED and Other Forms of Bitterness   .  .  .  .  .  .  . 31

3 .4 Embitterment and Aggression   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 32

3 .5 Epidemiology and Course of Embitterment and PTED  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 33

3 .5 .1 Frequency  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 33

3 .5 .2 Course  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 34

4  Diagnosis of Embitterment  Disorder  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 35
4 .1 Self-Rating and Screening Instruments  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 35

4 .2 Standardized Diagnostic Interview for PTED  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 35

5  Treatment of PTED  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 37
5 .1 General Therapy Problems  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 37

5 .2 Building a Therapeutic Relationship  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 39

5 .3 Examination of the Critical Life Event  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 40

This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.

This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.



This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.

ContentsVI

This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.

5 .4 Examination of Intrusions, Emotions,  Fantasies of Revenge, and 
Changes in  Everyday Life   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 43

5 .5 Agreement on Treatment Goals and  Motivation to Change  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 46

5 .6 Wisdom Therapy  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 48

5 .6 .1 The General Structure of Wisdom Therapy .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 48

5 .6 .2 The Method of Insolvable Problems  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 49

5 .6 .3 Identification With a Fictional Victim  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 53

5 .6 .4 Perception and Acceptance of Emotions  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 54

5 .6 .5 Change of Perspective  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 55

5 .6 .6 Empathy and Compassion  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 57

5 .6 .7 Contextualism  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 58

5 .6 .8 Value Relativism  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 58

5 .6 .9 Self-Relativization  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 60

5 .6 .10 Self-Distancing  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 61

5 .6 .11 Emotional Serenity and Humor  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 62

5 .6 .12 Relativization of Aspirations  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 64

5 .6 .13 Long-Term Perspective  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 65

5 .6 .14 Uncertainty Tolerance  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 68

5 .6 .15 Knowledge of Facts and Procedures  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 69

5 .6 .16 Goal Clarification and Model Problem Solvers   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 70

5 .6 .17 Aphorisms Expressing Wisdom  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 72

5 .7 Exposure  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 73

5 .8 Salutotherapy and Promoting Activity and New Perspectives   .  .  .  .  .  . 75

5 .9 Endangerment of Self and Others   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 78

5 .10 Treatment Efficacy  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 81

6  Socio-Medical and Juridical  Aspects   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 85
6 .1 Incapacity to Work   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 85

6 .2 Forensic Aspects   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 86

6 .3 Criminal Liability  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 87

7  Conclusion and Outlook  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 89

8  References  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 91

9  Appendix: Tools and Resources  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 95

Notes on Supplementary  Materials  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 103

Peer commentaries  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 105



This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.

This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.

This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.

1
The Emotion Embitterment

1.1 Emotional Reaction to Humiliation, 
 Vilification, Breach of Trust, and Injustice

Embitterment is an emotion that is known to everybody as a feeling in re-
action to negative life events (Alexander, 1966; Znoj, 2008, 2011; Linden & 
Maercker, 2011). People understand what is meant by the term “embitter-
ment” without professional knowledge, similar to how everyone knows what 
fear or anger is. According to the Old Testament, even human history began 
with a case of injustice and embitterment. The sons of Adam and Eve had 
brought a sacrifice to God, and “the Lord had regard for Abel and his offer-
ing, but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was very angry, 
and his face fell … and Cain rose up against Abel his brother, and slew him” 
(Gen 4:1 – 16). Cain experienced this setting back as offensive and even more 
as injust. His reaction was rancour and the resulting behavior highly dys-
functional. Similarly, cases of distinct embitterment are already described 
in antiquity – for example, in the person of Ajax in the Iliad or as described 
by Aristotle:

Sulky people are hard to appease, and retain their anger long; for they repress 
their passion . But it ceases when they retaliate; for revenge relieves them of 
their anger, producing in them pleasure instead of pain . If this does not hap-
pen they retain their burden; for owing to its not being obvious no one even 
reasons with them, and to digest one’s anger in oneself takes time . Such peo-
ple are most troublesome to themselves and to their dearest friends . (Aris-
totle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book IV, Chapter 5)

Embitterment typically arises in response to injustice, breach of trust, or vil-
ification (see Clinical Vignette 1). To inflict injustice on a person and/or to 
vilify them is a form of aggression. A typical reaction is then counteraggres-
sion. If, however, a negative life event cannot be altered or undone, there 
may be a bitter counteraggression, which means to fight back without re-
gard for losses (Alexander, 1966).

Although embitterment is a reaction to an experience in the past, it also 
must be understood as an anticipatory action and a target-oriented emo-
tion. The target-related part of embitterment reflects the frustration (blocked 
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target) or disappointment (missed target), the anticipatory part anticipates 
the emotional assessment of future events (e.g., nothing can amortize my 
shame).

Clinical Vignette 1. A Case of a Severe and 
Lasting Embitterment Reaction

Mr . S . was a manager in a big company . He was very engaged with his work 
and worked hard carving out a career for himself . He was seen as especially 
competent and entrusted with projects which were in trouble . For one of these 
that did get in trouble, Mr . S . worked all day and night to save what was pos-
sible . His superior who was responsible for the problem said one day during 
a project meeting: “If you cannot fix this, I will have to call in a ‘real’ manager .” 
Mr . S . responded with acute agitation and a dissociative state . He left the 
building but was not able to drive home and his wife had to pick him up . From 
that day on, he did not go back to work . He felt deeply hurt and embittered . 
He thought constantly about the injustice and vilification, and he felt power-
less and helpless . He began a legal campaign against the company, which 
used up his assets and even those of his grandmother . The less successful 
he was, the stronger his hatred became against his former boss . He harbored 
violent fantasies, such as laying fire to the company buildings and killing him-
self, to find peace, but also to send a signal, so the world’s attention would 
be drawn to such injustices in the business world .

1.2 Theory of Emotion
According to cognitive theories of emotion (Scherer, 2004), emotions are 
products of cognitive evolution processes. They are psychophysiological re-
actions to the meaning of a situation. Cognitive variables, which explain the 
quality and intensity of emotional reactions, include the relevance, congru-
ence, and controllability of the given situation. Relevance describes the im-
portance of an event for the person. Whether the emotional reaction is neg-
ative or positive depends on the congruence of the event with the targets, 
wishes, and norms of the person. Congruent events facilitate target achieve-
ment and trigger positive emotions such as joy, pride, or gratitude. In-
congruent events facilitate negative emotions such as anxiety, anger, or 
 disappointment, and complicate or prevent target achievement. A further 
important cognition is the assessment of responsibility for and controllabil-
ity of events. Based on the attributions of the cause, controllability, and re-
sponsibility of events different emotions will occur. Furthermore, there can 
be several subsequent steps of evaluation.



1 The Emotion Embitterment 3

This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.

This document is for personal use only. Reproduction or distribution is not permitted.
From Michael Linden: Embitterment, Posttraumatic Embitterment Disorder, and Wisdom Therapy (ISBN 9781616766122) 

© 2023 Hogrefe Publishing.

Targets that are not reached result in disappointment and frustration. If 
the target was important, the emotion will be strong. If it is seen as a per-
sonal failure that the target was not reached, then shame will occur. Follow-
ing cognitive emotion theories, bitterness can result from:
(a) a rejection or injustice, which is perceived as a threat;
(b) a loss of resources, persons, important targets, or physical functional 

ability; and
(c) the assessment that the possibility of coping with the situation is low.

According to Znoj (2011; see Figure 1), embitterment can be located in a cir-
cumplex model with the orthogonal dimensions hope/pessimism (“Can the 
situation be changed or not?”) and internal/external locus of control (“Can 
I do something or not?”). Target incongruent events can be associated with 
four emotional states in relation to the axes of the quadrant: (a) challenge 
and development, (b) anger and aggression, (c) alienation and embitter-
ment, and (d) guilt and self-blame. Embitterment stands between aggres-
sion and self-blame. This helps to understand the reactions of people who 
are cut off from socially rewarding situations and to see the cause of this sit-
uation in external causes (other persons; destiny).

Figure 1. Psychological classification of embitterment in the context of related emo-
tions (adapted from Znoj, 2011, p . 8) .
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Embitterment can be understood as the final stage in a sequence of eval-
uations with interconnected emotions:
• If something goes wrong, people react with frustration.
• If another person is responsible, the reaction is anger.
• If that other person could have done better, there is reproach.
• If the other person has acted with intent, this leads to a response of ag-

gression.
• If it is not possible to defend oneself, this results in a feeling of helpless-

ness.
• If it is probable that nothing can be changed anymore, that indicates hope-

lessness.
• If one feels belittled, this means it was an insult.
• If this is referring to something very important, which defines someone’s 

life, then the consequence is embitterment, from which comes desperate 
counteraggression with some kind of self-destruction, and the driving 
and accompanying emotion is bitterness, which includes all of the emo-
tions above.

Embitterment is a reaction to injustice, harm, breach of trust, or vilification . 
It is a mixture of resignation, down-heartedness, a sense of hopelessness, 
and at the same time of aggression, an urge for justice and retaliation, im-
pulses to fight back, and acceptance of self-destruction .

1.3 Function of Embitterment
Emotions are linked to actions in congruence with a given situation. Anger 
leads to retaliation, disgust rejection, and fear avoidance. Emotions have a 
motivating function. They guide the attention of the person to a special 
event, advise strategies of coping, and furnish physiological preparedness. 
From an evolutionary point of view, emotions are strategies to cope with re-
curring challenges in the social and material environment.

Embitterment can help us to cope with desperate situations in which there 
is no way out, where we are cornered, and the enemy has succeeded. It then 
still gives us a last chance of fighting back regardless of the consequences, 
and even accepting self-destruction. Embitterment can be seen as a last- 
resort emotion, similar to panic. Panic in life-threatening situations can 
 activate unimagined reserves of strength, which can even make survival 
possible. Embitterment also arouses the power to fight back against an over-
whelming enemy and allows a self-determined response, while disregarding 
consequences. In certain cases, such behavior may surprise the enemy and 


