
 

Embitterment and posttraumatic
embitterment disorder: Old but
underrecognized problems
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Embitterment is a response to injustice, humiliation, and breach of trust.
There is the nagging wish to undo what happened, reinstate justice, get
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even, and take revenge. Embitterment can lead to dysfunctional behavior
like social withdrawal, phobic avoidance, aggression, suicidality, and
prolonged legal battles.

Normal embitterment recedes quickly; pathological embitterment can be
long-lasting. Pathological embitterment can be described as an intense
and persistent reaction to a single event involving injustice, humiliation
and breach of trust. Pathological embitterment is an abnormal reaction to
an extraordinary but commonly occurring negative life event like a
divorce, dismissal, personal insult or vilification. Apart from
embitterment itself, this disorder can be accompanied by other
symptoms such as dysphoric mood, intrusive thoughts, helplessness, self-
blame, suicidal ideation and emotional arousal when reminded of the
past. The most severe manifestation can be associated with ideations of
revenge, aggression and even homicide.

There are preliminary epidemiological data emerging from different
continents and referring to different populations. In a web-based survey
in Korea of people aged 18–35 years, 45.2% reported increased levels of
embitterment related to greater exposure to negative life events. In
psychosomatic patients, 26% showed increased embitterment. These
data confirm that embitterment is an emotion which is known to many
individuals and that embitterment with pathological intensity is as
frequent as many other mental disorders.

Persons who are exposed to negative life events are, as expected, at a
higher risk of experiencing severe embitterment. This has been found in
relation to grave changes in life, such as the unemployment, the death of
loved ones, severe somatic illnesses, problems at work, legal problems,
and emigration. Interactional stressors associated with injustice are more
likely to be associated with pathological embitterment.

Although descriptions of this disorder appear already in the work by
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Kraepelin, there is only limited recognition of it in research and
diagnostic systems. However, if added to the current diagnostic manuals,
the diagnosis of pathological embitterment could bring a special clinical
and scientific utility.
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