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What’s so different about Gifted and Talented Students?   

Gifted and Talented Students and Psychosocial Adjustment 
 
 
Rationale and Overview 
 
Any organisation which caters for the educational needs of gifted and talented 
students will also need to consider students’ social and emotional needs. This paper, 
whilst not intended to be a comprehensive review of the literature, considers a range 
of work in the area of gifted students’ social and emotional development, to explore 
what has been learned and how this can benefit parents, practitioners and providers. 
Whilst there appears to be little consensus and a lack of generalizable findings about 
the innate characteristics of gifted students, there is evidence of risk factors which 
can contribute to psychosocial maladjustment amongst this group.  
 
This paper, approached from the perspective of the parent/ practitioner/ provider, 
begins by exploring the limitations of the current dominance of small-scale 
quantitative studies on individual factors related to psychosocial adjustment1. In so 
doing, it recognises the complex interaction between the psychological 
characteristics of individuals and the ways in which these are played out in different 
contexts. The paper suggests that there is a need to increase our awareness of the 
impact of society on gifted students and approach the field from a more qualitative 
and child-centred perspective. The paper concludes by examining the evidence 
about ways in which society can reduce the risk factors that contribute to 
psychosocial maladjustment amongst gifted students. 
 
Introduction 
 
One of the uncertainties that prevails about gifted students is whether or not they are 
more likely to have emotional and social difficulties than their non-gifted peers. 
Controversy has run for many decades. Terman’s longitudinal study of children with 
IQs over 140 culminating in 1959 concluded that these children were better adjusted 
than their non-gifted peers. However, Hollingworth (1942) sampled children with a 
range of IQs and suggested that for children with exceptionally high IQs (over 160), 
the difference between them and their age-peers was so great that they would 
experience difficulties in making both educational and social adjustments. 
 
More contemporary research still provides a conflicting picture, although studies are 
more likely to point to the fact that gifted children are at least as well adjusted as 
other students, if not more so (Ablard, 1997; Nail and Evans, 1997; Gallucci, 1988; 
Howard-Hamilton and Franks, 1995; Baker, 1995; Chan 1988; Freeman 1979). 
Olszewski-Kubilius, Kulieke and Krasney in their literature review (1988) concluded 
that when personality differences do appear, they tend to favour gifted students. 
Garland and Zigler (1999) explain that gifted students might have superior 
psychosocial adjustment, owing to their ‘advanced cognitive developmental maturity 
which probably is associated with advanced coping skills and judgement.’ But this 
does not leave them immune to damaging personal, familial or social circumstances. 
Stedtnitz (In Freeman, 

                                                 
1 A variety of different terms are used in the literature to refer to the social and emotional make-up of 
gifted students. The term ‘psychosocial adjustment’ will be used in this paper for two reasons. Firstly, it 
emphasises both the psychological and the social dimensions inherent, and it will be argued that it is not 
productive to disaggregate these. Secondly, use of the word ‘adjustment’ is appropriate since there is no 
conclusive evidence of a greater prevalence of maladjusted individuals amongst gifted cohorts of 
students per se. 
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1995) asks whether, if gifted students are found to show more positive adjustment, 
this is a function of their intelligence, or rather an outcome of the same favourable 
child-rearing techniques which optimized the development of their high ability. This 
complex interaction of psychological and social characteristics will be considered 
further below. 
  
Some studies highlight poorer self-concept and lower levels of psychological 
adjustment amongst gifted students (Lea-Wood and Clunies-Ross, 1995, referring 
only to gifted girls). Foster (1983) and Gross (1989) conducted studies which showed 
that when children are not with their intellectual peers, their social self-concept 
declines. Janos, Fung and Robinson (1985), showed that children’s self-perception 
was a crucial factor in their psycho-social adjustment and if they felt different from 
other children, even when they perceived this difference to be positive, they were 
likely to have lower self-esteem. Freeman (1979) similarly found that gifted children 
were likely to feel different from their peers. As Neihart states (2002b) ‘the meaning 
or interpretation a person attaches to an event is a significant mediating process that 
can alter the eventual outcome of the event for the individual’. It is therefore crucial to 
approach questions around the psychosocial adjustment of gifted students with this 
level of sophistication. 
 
Limitations of Research in the Field 
 
It is apparent that there are a number of factors which contribute to the array of 
conflicting findings, not least the fact that, for the reasons explicated below, like is not 
always being compared with like. Researchers have examined ever smaller parts of 
the gifted experience in order to seek valid and reliable results, but such results can 
become relatively unhelpful in practice. Some of the methodological problems 
discussed here pertain to the whole field of gifted research, whilst others are specific 
to studies focusing on psychosocial adjustment. 
 
1) Definitions and criteria used to identify gifted students 
 

The field is constituted of research mainly with samples of students who are 
already identified as gifted, but which draw on a broad range of definitions of 
giftedness, and which have differing identification criteria. Some studies fail 
even to state their criteria for giftedness. This suggests that like is not being 
compared with like in all cases. It is of concern when research studies are 
based on teacher nomination to identify children or to recommend those that 
should participate in pull-out programmes for instance, as evidence suggests 
that teachers are inconsistent in the criteria they use (Strand 2006). Students 
with dual exceptionality and behavioural problems will be under-represented, 
as they are less likely to be identified, particularly to attend bespoke activities. 

 
2) Within group differences 
 

This point is an extension of the issues around the definitions and 
conceptions of giftedness discussed above. Research which specifically 
delineates moderately gifted from highly gifted students points to the fact that 
the impact of giftedness on the psychological well-being of students can 
depend on the degree of giftedness, with highly gifted students being more 
likely to show susceptibility to social or emotional difficulties (Gross, 2002; 
Dauber and Benbow, 1990; Freeman 1979; Hollingworth1942). Much of the 
research highlights particularly that the inability to get along with peers is 
most acute for highly gifted students and Swatiek (1995) found that denying 
their giftedness is a more common behaviour in the exceptionally gifted. It 
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follows that studies not making this distinction and considering a broad 
definition of ‘giftedness’ may miss the impact on the few at the top end of the 
identification spectrum. However other studies which discriminate within the 
gifted cohort have not found any differences (Gallucci, 1988; Grossberg and 
Cornell, 1988). 
 
Of serious concern is that studies on the psychosocial adjustment of gifted 
students often fail to take account of key variables such as gender, ethnicity, 
and socio-economic status (explored further below). For instance, Brown and 
Steinberg (1990) conducted a survey of 8000 high school students and found 
that fewer than 10% were willing to be identified as part of a gifted group, 
whilst none of the high-achieving African Americans were.  

 
3) Unrepresentative and self-selecting samples 
 

Much of the research that has been carried out utilises questionnaires or 
interview techniques with students participating in pull-out enrichment 
activities for gifted students. Some include parental assessments of well-
being as part of their data collection. There are a number of methodological 
concerns with these approaches. Firstly, students are in the main paying for 
these activities and as such are likely to come from middle class families who 
have made a conscious decision to invest in the education of their gifted 
children. Indeed children who are identified as gifted per se are more likely to 
come from more advantaged families (Campbell et al. 2006). A study by 
Robinson et al. (2002a) has attempted to take a more epidemiological 
approach following a large national sample of children identified at primary 
level over four years, and supports the concern that teachers are less likely to 
identify high ability in students from more disadvantaged backgrounds. 
 
Robinson (2002b) comments on the fact that studies which compare gifted 
students to others and find that they have more positive self-concepts ‘have 
focused on gifted students enrolled in specialized programmes designed to 
promote this very constellation of healthy motivational characteristics…’. She 
goes on to state that students often have good records of prior achievement, 
and have opted for more challenging pull-out programmes or volunteered for 
summer programmes for which they were put forward as they were expected 
to succeed. Robinson says that ‘we need to be extremely cautious in 
generalizing from these positive findings about selected gifted students to 
others who have not been so identified and served’. It is not the case that 
simply considering non fee-paying pull-out programmes, as some studies 
have done, removes the possible social biasing effect. Research at NAGTY 
has found that travelling long distances or staying away from home also acts 
as a barrier to some students’ willingness to engage, when they are unused 
to doing so (Mazzoli et al. 2006).  

 
4) Multiple factors used to measure psychosocial adjustment 
 

Different studies focus on different aspects of psychosocial adjustment, from 
global measures of adjustment such as self-esteem, self-concept, and peer 
relations, to factors associated with maladjustment such as isolation and 
depression. It is unsurprising therefore to find that there is greater consistency 
amongst studies which investigate specific factors such as depression than 
global factors such as self-concept. Neihart (1999) states that self-concept is 
a problematic category with which to explore psychological well-being; ‘..it is 
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clear from more than a dozen studies that numerous factors affect one’s self-
concept’.  
However there are also problems associated with measuring factors 
associated with maladjustment such as depression. Reviews of the literature 
show that gifted students are a diverse group with respect to suffering from 
depression (Neihart 2002a) and there is no empirical evidence to show that 
rates of depression or suicide are higher amongst this group. Furthermore it is 
difficult to show causal correlations and it is therefore more helpful to suggest 
that some gifted children display characteristics that may be risk factors for 
depression (Neihart 2002a).  

 
A lack of consensus can also exist in the literature around approaches to 
measuring factors related to social and emotional development, perfectionism 
being a case in point. Several notable psychologists such as Maslow (1970) 
and Dabrowski (1972) view perfectionist behaviour as healthy and important 
for individual development, whilst others view it as negative and destructive 
(Burns, 1980; Pacht, 1984). The sources of perfectionism (self/ parents/ hot-
housing/ media) are also contested by researchers. There is a value-based 
judgement in the writings of some researchers such as Dabrowski, 
Piechowski and Silverman for instance, that the principled actions of gifted 
students are based on positive moral ideals and that perfectionism, for 
instance, leads to the highest levels of achievement. Piechowski (2003) 
states that; ‘It should not be a surprise that depression can be the flip side of 
emotional giftedness and the hunger for deeply meaningful connection with 
others’, the implication being that it is somehow inevitable or justified when a 
gifted child is confronted with an impoverished peer group; ‘it is harder for 
them to find their own kind’.  
 

5) Self, Parent and Teacher reporting 
 

Studies which ask students to self-report measure perceived levels of coping 
or adjustment, which is not the only way of assessing levels of psychological 
well-being amongst young people. There may be issues around both 
reluctance to report psychological maladjustment, even anonymously, for 
instance a reluctance to admit problems to oneself; and an inability to identify 
the root of problems during adolescence, for instance where excessive anger 
is externalised onto others, and not then acknowledged as evidence of social 
or emotional problems. This is supported by the fact that a lack of self-
knowledge is often cited as being a problem for individuals with poor coping 
skills and who display social or emotional problems. It is also supported by 
Swiatek (1995), who identified specific coping strategies that gifted students 
employ, two of these being denial of giftedness and denying concern about 
possible social rejection.  
 
Self-reporting should therefore be treated with a certain amount of caution in 
assessing psychological well-being, although the issues connected with self-
reporting described here are not likely to affect everyone experiencing social 
or emotional difficulties. 
 
Further areas to consider are that parental assessment of their children’s 
well-being should also at times be called into question, and the categories 
and scales used in surveys impose, to a certain extent, forced categories 
which can impede our understanding of the complex nature of psychological 
well-being. The majority of the research in this area is quantitative and 
therefore approaches the issue from the perspective of the researcher, not of 
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the child. Qualitative and ethnographic studies can offer an insider 
perspective and are highlighted by researchers working in the sociology of 
childhood, as a means of giving children a more direct voice and participation 
in the production of data (James et al. 1998). Notwithstanding the possible 
concerns around self-reporting that are described above, it is important to 
balance research that is looking for objective evidence to fit predetermined 
categories and questions with accounts of the child’s experience given in their 
own terms.  

 
6) Innate and externally driven factors  
 

Studies which consider the various factors discussed above are not only 
considering whether there are innate differences in the psychosocial 
attributes of gifted children, but are also measuring the impact upon them of 
the way in which society deals with its gifted children. It is not necessarily 
possible, nor useful, to disaggregate these as gifted students experience 
differential treatment by society depending upon their context.  
 
For instance, some schools do not at present notify students who are put on 
the gifted register, whilst others do notify students individually, but this is not 
then made public throughout the school. This led one group of NAGTY pupils 
in a school to state that they felt as though they were part of a ‘secret society’. 
Cornell (1989) compared the adjustment of gifted children whose parents 
used the gifted label and those whose parents did not. It was found that 
children whose parents used the gifted label were more likely to report 
adjustment difficulties than children whose parents did not use the label. This 
is a very significant finding since much research seems to take for granted 
parental impact on the gifted child. It also highlights the importance of 
specifically focusing on societal and cultural treatment of gifted children, 
which will be addressed further below. Hill (1980) found that continuous 
arguments with parents seemed to propel some adolescents into more 
acceptance of and dependence on peer norms while rejecting parental 
norms. This clearly has implications for adolescents in this situation whose 
peer groups are hostile towards, or unsupportive of the growing culture of 
provision for gifted students. The way in which children are treated by society 
as a result of having been labelled gifted, and the kinds of provision on offer, 
are therefore crucial factors in any discussion of a gifted child’s psychosocial 
development.  
 

7) Fluctuation in the Behaviour of Children 
 

It is hard to extrapolate from studies of mental disorders in adults to children 
because of the developmental path that each child is on, which will itself have 
normal developmental deviations associated with it. It is of concern therefore 
that many studies considering mental disorders specifically are not age 
adjusted, or consider a narrow age range, and yet results are included in 
broad statements about whether correlations exist between gifted children 
and certain behavioural characteristics. Neihart (1999) states that ‘self-
concept changes with developmental levels, making it impossible to 
generalize findings with one age group to other age groups.’ 
 
It is also possible to go one step further and question the use of chronological 
age and developmental stages as appropriate measures of the development 
of gifted children. Gross (2002) states that; ‘..it is mental age, rather than 
chronological age, that seems to dictate children’s progress through the 
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developmental stages’. Psychological studies are often based on a normative 
definition of children which sees their ages as defined by expected stages of 
development in a static and progressive manner, relegating those that do not 
follow this path to the status of not normal. This has been questioned as an 
approach to childhood studies in general (James et al. 1998) and could be 
especially misleading in the case of gifted children who are defined by some 
researchers by their asynchronous development (Silverman 2000). 

 
Discussion of the Research  
 
Viewing the research as polarised – are gifted students more prone to psychosocial 
adjustment problems than other students – might not be the best way to proceed. 
Given the limitations of studies in this area as detailed above, it could be argued that 
not only is it unlikely that a point will be reached when a definitive answer can be 
given to the question of whether there is a relationship between giftedness and 
psychological wellbeing, but it is not necessarily of benefit to pursue the issue in this 
way. A definitive answer would require the definitions of all the variables involved to 
be circumscribed in a way that, it could be argued, would be so restrictive that they 
would no longer be generalizable to gifted students in practice. The divided opinion in 
the field could also be due to the fact that gifted students combine the same range of 
behaviours and levels of adjustment as other students and asking a question as set 
out above would therefore inevitably not lead to a conclusive answer. 
 
What is clear is that gifted children, like all children, need optimal conditions in which 
to flourish, and that some children are more well adjusted than others as a result of 
better coping mechanisms. It is perhaps not useful therefore to talk about the 
behaviour of gifted children, rather it is more useful to think of behaviour as driven by 
cognitive capacity in relation to individual levels of adjustment, and the environmental 
factors which impact upon them; 
 

‘Adjustment refers to an individual’s pattern of responding to environmental 
demands. Persons with positive adjustment are able to cope effectively with 
the demands of life. Persons with negative adjustment have maladaptive 
coping strategies or lack enough coping skills to deal effectively with stress.’ 

 (Neihart 1999) 
 
There are studies which show that higher ability children demonstrate higher levels of 
adjustment (Grossberg and Cornell, 1988; Freeman, 1979). However, we should not 
fall into the same trap of asking whether gifted children are more or less adjusted 
than other children. In the same way that it is now accepted that intellectual 
giftedness requires certain environmental conditions and opportunities in order to 
fully develop (Eyre 1997), so it can be said that the social and emotional 
development of gifted students also requires optimal environmental conditions. 
Where these are not present, a child can become vulnerable, as a result of negative 
coping mechanisms, which can lead to maladjustment. This approach is less 
conclusive, but also less reductive, allowing for change as children grow and 
experience differing levels of support and opportunity.  
 
The same degree of subtlety which is now applied to considerations of the abilities of 
gifted students; that they are developmental, influenced by environmental factors, 
heterogeneous, and not always fully realised, should be applied to the social and 
emotional components of the development of any child, including a gifted one. 
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NAGTY’s Research Findings 
 
Evidence both from NAGTY’s annual survey of gifted and talented youth, and its 
student forums contributes to the field. Notwithstanding the limitations to approaches 
assessing the psychological well-being of gifted students as discussed above, it is 
worth exploring the findings of NAGTY’s annual survey of students for a number of 
reasons. Firstly NAGTY works with a very broad and multi-dimensional definition of 
giftedness and has a very large membership when compared to other specialist 
gifted programmes. It has had limited success in ensuring that its membership is 
representative of the national population (see Campbell et al. 2006). The Muijs Scale 
(Muijs 1997) also probes both specific factors associated with self-concept and global 
self-esteem. The approach is therefore broad and inclusive and although students 
have been identified in different ways, they are all subject to the same high-profile 
identification and labelling process which is happening at a national level in England 
for the first time. The survey is therefore gathering a range of evidence about the 
students who constitute this national cohort, although of course there will be a wide 
range of differences associated with the way in which having been labelled as gifted 
impacts upon different individuals in different schools.  
 
NAGTY’s survey of its gifted and talented youth membership in the summer of 2005 
resulted in 1057 valid questionnaires being returned. The mean age of the 
respondents was 14, with the age range being 11 – 18. 54% or respondents were 
female. A range of themes were covered in the questionnaire from perceived impact 
of NAGTY membership to school provision for gifted students and leisure and culture 
pursuits. Students’ self-concept in seven areas was also examined using the Muijs 
(1997) scale; Maths, English, general school subjects, body image, relations with 
parents, relations with peers and sports, and global self-esteem. Table 1 shows the 
results of the statements about self-concept and self-esteem. (Italics are used to help 
the reader to see which items relate to each self-concept). 
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Table 1 
Self-concept and self-esteem of NAGTY members 
 
 Disagree 

Strongly 
 

Disagree 
somewhat 

Agree 
somewhat 

Agree 
strongly 

My teachers think I'm good at Maths 0.8 3.4 36.7 59.2 

I get good marks in Maths 1.4 3.4 36.8 58.4 

I'm one of the best in my class at 

Maths 

4.0 17.6 33.1 45.3 

I often don't understand Maths 48.2 35.7 13.9 2.2 

My teachers think I'm good at English 1.4 9.9 47.9 40.9 

I get good marks in English 1.6 8.6 47.4 42.5 

I'm one of the best in my class at  

English 

7.8 22.4 38.8 30.9 

I often don't understand English 52.8 34.3 10.6 2.4 

I get good grades in all subjects 1.9 9.8 53.6 34.6 

My teachers think I'm clever 0.0 2.3 48.3 49.4 

I'm one of the best in my class at all 

subjects 

2.9 17.1 48.5 31.5 

I often don't understand things at 

school 

43.0 48.2 7.9 0.9 

I’m good looking 10.3 33.1 49.8 6.8 

I’ve got a an attractive face 9.3 34.2 48.7 7.8 

I don’t like the way I look 23.1 46.9 23.4 6.5 

I don’t like my body 24.1 41.3 24.9 9.7 

I have a lot of fun with my parents 4.2 16.4 56.1 23.4 

My parents are easy to talk to 5.0 15.5 46.5 33.0 

I don’t like spending time with my 

parents 

37.3 45.9 13.3 3.6 

Other students like me 1.5 6.7 63.4 28.4 

I find it easy to make friends 5.0 20.7 48.9 25.4 

Other students want me to be their 

friend 

4.2 26.8 58.8 10.1 

I don't have many friends 53.4 35.9 9.1 1.7 

I enjoy doing sports 8.2 10.1 34.2 47.5 

I’m bad at sports 33.8 35.5 18.5 12.2 

I’m not good at sports 35.6 31.8 20.0 12.6 

I'm glad to be me 2.0 6.0 40.4 51.6 

I'm happy with the way I live my life 1.4 10.2 47.3 41.1 

I've got a lot to be proud of 1.4 6.8 41.4 50.3 

I'd change a lot about myself if I 

could 

27.3 43.1 21.9 7.7 

I would like to be someone else 51.4 29.9 15.3 3.4 

I often think I'm worthless 53.2 32.4 11.2 3.3 
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The results show that students overall have positive self-concepts and self-esteem 
and that self-concept in academic areas is highly positive, with negative responses 
generally at around 10% or less. Self-concept in Maths appears to be more positive 
than in English. Given that these pupils have all been identified as gifted and talented 
and agreed to join NAGTY, the results demonstrating high academic self-concept are 
perhaps unsurprising, but it is important to find that students also demonstrate 
positive self-concepts in non-academic areas, although to a lesser extent than in the 
academic areas. 91% of respondents said that they were liked by other students and 
74% said that it was easy to make friends. Only 11% said that they did not have 
many friends. Negative responses average 19% for relations with parents. Over 80% 
of respondents agreed with the positive statements about global self-esteem, 
although 30% said that they would change a lot about themselves if they could. The 
least positive area of self-concept for the students was around body image, with 
positively worded body image items reaching 40% negative responses, and 
negatively worded items reaching a third. But overall these survey findings support 
the fact that gifted students are a heterogeneous group and relatively representative 
of the general student population with respect to self-concept and self-esteem. While 
this certainly does not suggest that there are no problems for gifted and talented 
students, they occur in a small proportion.  
 
A further strength of NAGTY’s approach is that qualitative work is done alongside the 
quantitative. The NAGTY discussion forums are a highly effective means of capturing 
the views of the students themselves on their psychosocial adjustment. These are 
available free of charge to all NAGTY members (although only engage with them) 
and as well as forums which host Online Study Groups and more structured activities 
such as the Debates Forums, there are also general forums which are moderated by 
NAGTY staff, but are otherwise entirely student led.  
 
One strand of conversation which was initiated by the students themselves and 
which is of particular interest with respect to gifted students’ psychological well-being 
is the ‘Label Me’ debate. Here students discuss diverse aspects of what it means to 
be a gifted and talented student, and how they interact at school, at home and with 
peers. They appear to feel comfortable to raise personal problems in this secure 
environment. Although it is not possible from these forums to produce quantitative 
measures of how many students experience problems, it is possible to better 
understand what the key issues and areas of student vulnerability are. One of the 
most significant issues for the students, as the name of the strand suggests, is the 
label. Students are exercised about how they are treated as a result of being 
labelled, with many stating that although they are proud of the recognition, they find 
that they do not want it to be public knowledge at school because the stereotype of 
the gifted ‘nerd’ is still very much alive. Students do suggest however that they are 
intrinsically different, but only in as much as they appear to relish the opportunity to 
be with ‘like-minded peers’ from an academic perspective. They are aware of 
academic divisions and although they clearly have other friends at school, they speak 
passionately about their NAGTY friends being accepting and how they are able to 
relate to them. They are often critical about school and the provision for gifted 
students in school and expectations of what NAGTY should offer them are high. This 
qualitative data therefore presents the students’ perspective on their feelings about 
social and emotional aspects of their lives. 
 
This very cursory discussion of the student forums suggests that where students 
consider themselves to be different it is with respect to academic ability, not more 
generally socially or emotionally. The section of the annual survey exploring students’ 
leisure pursuits and cultural activities demonstrates that they are a diverse group in 
terms of their interests. One issue that does come to the fore very strongly however 
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is that of identification and labelling. NAGTY students are united around of the fact 
that they have been labelled and whilst membership of NAGTY does provide them 
with a like-minded peer group that they value, it can also introduce additional social 
and emotional issues associated with being part of this group. This suggests that it is 
just as important to consider the indirect social and emotional effects of the labelling 
of gifted children by society as it is to try and uncover whether there are any innate 
differences in their psychological make-up. 
 
Directions for Future Research  
 
Having highlighted some of the limitations of research in the field, the paper will now 
turn to what can be learned from the work that has been carried out to date. There is 
growing evidence from across the studies carried out that there are a number of risk 
factors or areas of vulnerability that gifted and talented students could be exposed to. 
Isolation and loneliness, which can result from asynchronous development, are 
precursors to depression and anxiety disorders; sensitivity can contribute to anxiety 
and interpersonal problems; and pressure to succeed whether driven by home or 
school can result in a fear of failure, anxiety or perfectionist behaviour. Where 
perfectionist behaviour is present, either as a result of the child’s personality or if 
resulting from external high pressure and expectation, this can lead to eating 
disorders, depression and suicide (Keiley 2002). Garner (1991) for instance has 
argued that labelling of children may increase parental expectations of performance, 
which contributes to perfectionist behaviours, which in turn are possible contributors 
to the onset of eating disorders.  
 
However, these studies do not prove a direct causal link between giftedness and 
eating disorders or giftedness and depression; some gifted students are at risk of 
suffering from isolation, and isolation can be a precursor to depression, likewise 
some gifted students are at risk of exhibiting perfectionist behaviours, but it does not 
follow that gifted students are therefore at greater risk of maladaptive behaviour. 
Syllogistic reasoning can offer insights into the risk factors that should be 
acknowledged with respect to the way in which gifted and talented students are 
treated by society, but does not offer causal explanations about giftedness and 
psychopathology.  
 
There is no consensus on whether loneliness, sensitivity or perfectionism are more 
likely to occur amongst gifted children, but there is consensus around the fact that 
the problems of social isolation and alienation, and increased sensitivity and anxiety 
in response to pressure, which afflict some gifted children, arise not from their 
intellectual abilities per se, but as a result of society’s response to them. There is 
some evidence that gifted students may have capacities which offer greater 
resilience in the face of the negative stressors they can experience e.g. high self-
efficacy, sensitivity, and effective coping strategies (Keiley 2002), but again research 
is not conclusive and should not be used to downplay the possible impact of external 
factors on the gifted and talented child. Statements such as the following; ‘gifted 
students are likely to have positive experiences, such as success and praise, that 
may contribute to more positive psychosocial adjustment’ (Garland and Zigler, 1999) 
highlight how crucial it is to see gifted children in context, and experiences which 
society perceives to be positive for the gifted and talented child, may not necessarily 
be internalized by the child in this way (Neihart 2002b).  
 
The review above has discussed some of the evidence that is available in this area, 
but has also demonstrated why it is difficult to draw conclusions or generalize from it. 
The way in which gifted children, once labelled, are treated educationally, and more 
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broadly by society, is therefore of crucial importance. Neihart (1999) identified an 
interaction between the following factors; 
 
 type/degree of giftedness – educational fit – personal characteristics 
 
It is important to hold all of these variables in mind when considering the needs of 
gifted and talented students. Whilst acknowledgement of a student’s abilities is 
clearly integral to their own self-knowledge and self-development, overplaying the 
significance of this can be detrimental to the development of some young people who 
do not have the coping mechanisms to manage this. Piechowski (2003) states that; 
 

‘The task for education of the gifted is to achieve a balance between 
development of talents and abilities, its present dominant emphasis, and 
personal growth, which emphasizes the development of the whole child. The 
risk of an overemphasis on talent development is alienation.’ 

 
It is important therefore to consider educational fit in its broadest sense, as 
appropriate educational opportunities can minimise some of the risk factors 
mentioned above, which can contribute to isolation or increased pressure for 
instance. 
 
If syllogistic reasoning cannot be usefully employed in the empirical study of gifted 
students’ social and emotional development, it is perhaps timely to move away from 
a dominance of studies focusing on discrete psychological determinants of 
psychosocial adjustment, and towards more sociologically and culturally framed 
paradigms. These approaches would enable researchers to reinforce the need to 
understand the context in which giftedness is nurtured and supported and to 
undertake the kinds of qualitative studies which can flesh out the themes that 
quantitative studies have raised. Coleman’s 2001 study of students’ social 
relationships in a special high school for the gifted is one such attempt which 
describes a social system in the school that values diversity and advanced learning 
and impacts directly upon the students’ psychosocial development. But such studies 
are in the minority. 
 

‘In the future, qualitative studies that compare the phenomenological worlds 
of successful gifted individuals will be invaluable in advancing our 
understanding of the processes involved’. (Neihart 2002b). 

 
Implications for Parents, Practitioners and Policy Makers 
 
As stated above, it appears that the most useful way for parents, practitioners and 
policy makers to interpret the research evidence is as follows,  
 

‘an effective approach to supporting the psychosocial needs of gifted children 
is to reduce known risk factors in their lives, enhance protective factors, and 
strengthen personal qualities known to promote emotional health and 
happiness’ (Neihart 2002b). 

 
But Neihart also advises that ‘risk and resilience are systematic phenomena that 
cannot be understood fully outside the systems in which they develop’. So any 
discussion of risk factors should include an assessment of individual children’s 
contexts. Furthermore the  
complexities involved when considering the social and emotional needs of gifted 
students should be foregrounded, not downplayed. Robinson (2002b) offers a useful 
way of understanding this by stating that giftedness is experienced by students as a 
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mixed blessing; positive with respect to academic achievement, but negative with 
respect to social relations. The latter can lead to underachievement as pupils 
deliberately under-perform to gain social acceptance and this has been particularly 
highlighted for girls (Reis 1998). Self-categorization theory (Turner 1985) suggests 
that a process of depersonalization can occur within a group and that an individual’s 
personal identity can diminish at the expense of characteristics of a group. Where 
someone identifies with a negatively valued group, for instance a gifted cohort in a 
school where this is stigmatised, the consequent self-stereotyping with the group can 
have a negative impact on the individual’s self-esteem.  
 
Students themselves have voiced concern that others’ attitudes towards them may 
be directed to the label rather than to their personal qualities.  
 

‘The issue seems to be that the wariness expressed by gifted youngsters is  
considerably more intense than the evidence justifies. Regarding the ‘gifted’ 
label, accuracy may not be as important as the actual belief’.  
(Kerr et al 1988). 

 
This analysis is based on Sternberg’s evidence of the power of implicit theories, 
which describes how individuals act on their beliefs about reality and others’ negative 
responses, over and above the actual situation and more varied responses from 
others. Educational fit is therefore very important, but along with a recognition of the 
mixed response that tailored opportunities may evoke in young people. It is essential 
to remain aware of the possible variance between adult and child interpretations of 
educational provision. 
 
The practical implications of this overview of some of the research are discussed in 
three sections; implications with respect to school and societal views of intelligence; 
implications with respect to family and peers; and implications with respect to 
teachers and educational provision. This is followed by a list (table 2) of the potential 
areas of vulnerability for gifted students and the sources of support or provision that 
could mitigate against these. The list is by no means exhaustive and should be seen 
as a baseline from which to further contextualise supportive/protective factors within 
school and home environments. For instance, peer pressure to conform to norms 
may be particularly intense for students from underrepresented groups, such as 
black students, who may also encounter more psychological and emotional problems 
(Ford 1995, 1996) and so any proactive measures taken to protect such students 
from social or emotional problems must take account of individual context. 
 
1) School and societal views of intelligence  
 

Dweck (2000) found that a students’ view of intelligence is linked to their 
academic self-concept and self-confidence. Those students holding an entity 
theory of intelligence, that it is a fixed trait which cannot be changed, need the 
security of always excelling since a fixed theory of intelligence implies that 
this should be the case. The result of this however is that such students are 
less likely to seek challenge, and can have poorer self-concepts, which 
makes them more susceptible to fearing failure. In contrast those students 
who hold an incremental view of intelligence believe that it develops with 
application and effort. Such students are therefore more open to challenging 
learning opportunities and more willing to push themselves, since they are 
less afraid of being seen to fail at a task. Dweck found that there was a high 
frequency of entity theorists amongst gifted students, and particularly female 
gifted students and those who have been under-challenged at school. 
Teacher praise was found to be a significant factor in how pupils view 
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themselves, with those who praised students for being clever confirming 
entity theories of intelligence and so possibly increasing vulnerability in 
students. However, those who praised students for effort and achievement 
reinforced a notion of incremental intelligence and the need for perseverance.  

 
This links back to the point made above about the lack of consensus around 
how intelligence and giftedness should be defined. However, the implications 
for students are that there should be less focus on the search for an 
empirically valid theory, or universal consensus, and more focus instead on 
privileging an incremental definition which can mitigate against the possible 
causes of underachievement not only amongst gifted students, but amongst 
all students who view their intelligence as fixed. 
 

2) Home environment and peer pressure 
 

A calm home environment is optimal for all children and young people, not 
just gifted students. In the case of gifted students this decreases the 
likelihood of students needing to over-identify with peers and possibly 
underachieve as a consequence of their desire for social acceptance, or the 
likelihood of feeling socially isolated as a result of negative perceptions of 
gifted students. Parents can also contribute to a notion of incremental 
intelligence by not over-identifying their children with the gifted label and 
essentializing intelligence. All children require unconditional love, that is love 
which is in no way dependent upon successful academic performance, and 
children also benefit from being seen as no different from their peers.  
 
The gifted label is therefore perhaps best seen by parents as an operational 
device that leads to appropriate educational opportunities for those 
individuals, rather than as a defining characteristic of personality which leads 
to a gifted child being treated as qualitatively different from a non-gifted child.  

 
3) Educational provision and access to a gifted peer group 
 

Access to a challenging educational environment which includes access to a 
like-minded peer group has been proven to enable students to value their 
abilities positively and build appropriate and positive self-concepts and 
identities. It also lessens the feelings of isolation that some gifted students 
report when they are not provided with appropriate levels of opportunity. 
Robinson et al. (2002a) state that; 

 
‘They [gifted students] need appropriate levels of academic challenge and 
time every day to learn with others of similar abilities, interests, and drive. 
There are no substitutes for this remedy.’ 

 
Schools can therefore provide the infrastructure of challenge, a gifted peer 
group, and appropriate pastoral provision, but alongside a consideration of 
the more subtle aspects that can support gifted students, such as promoting 
an incremental view of giftedness in school, and not essentializing giftedness 
or intelligence.  
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Table 2 
Potential sources of vulnerabilities and supportive factors for gifted students 

Potential Sources of Vulnerabilities 
 

Protective/Supportive Factors 

• Inappropriate educational 
opportunities 

• Insufficient challenge in curriculum 
content 

• Problem-solving abilities 
• Intellectual Curiosity 
• Concern about moral issues 
• Sense of humour 

• Lack of access to intellectual peers • Self-efficacy 
• Negative or disabling perfectionism • Strong and supportive peer network 
• Asynchronous development leading 

to feelings of difference from peers 
and social isolation 

• Relationships with supportive adults 
• Holding an incremental theory of 

intelligence 
• Pressure to succeed 
• Holding an entity (fixed) theory of 

intelligence 
• Being ‘over-identified’ as gifted i.e. 

where it defines a child’s personality 
 

• A supportive and calm home 
environment which doesn’t prompt a 
child’s over-identification with peers 
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