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The case histories I have used for illustration in this book 
are not those of specific individuals but are amalgamations 
of the many people I have met and/or worked with during 
the past 30 years.  They are intended to depict common 
issues among the gifted.  The similarity to many gifted 
people is intentional; any facts identical to those of a specific 
individual are coincidental. 



1

CHAPTER ONE

Understanding Gif tedness  
from the Inside Out

The term gifted as it refers to intellect is a controversial 
one.  Among the very bright, there is a range of reactions to 
the merit and even the validity of this label.  Some gifted 
people do not like the word gifted because it makes them feel 
separate from others or infers an elitist or arrogant distinction 
between one’s ability and that of others.  These individuals 
instead may espouse that “Everyone is gifted,” meaning that 
every person has distinctive gifts to offer the world.  Being 
singled out from others or being distinguished as a person 
of advanced ability can be uncomfortable.  In addition, the 
gifted label is often negatively coupled with expectations to 
perform or produce exceptionally with absolute consistency.  
When this happens, the term brings unwanted pressures.

Many bright children experience this same discomfort 
with the gifted terminology.  Some children who have been 
identified as gifted do not want to participate in a gifted and 
talented program because it separates them from their age 
peers.  They are embarrassed when they are singled out as 
academically different, and the separation sometimes results 
in a problematic disconnection with their classmates.  Like 
adults, these children are concerned that the expectations 
for them are set too high simply by virtue of the label that 
has been given to them.  What is worse, the quality of some 
gifted programs is not much better than that of the regular 
classroom.  Children complain that there is a lack of depth 
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and breadth of instruction coupled with increased busy 
work.  As such, being in the gifted classes feels more like 
punishment than gain, especially if they are required to make 
up the work they missed in the regular classroom while they 
were in the gifted class.  To these children, being labeled as 
gifted is synonymous with being forced to shoulder a host of 
problems.

Other brilliant individuals accept their intellectual 
distinction as representative of the uniqueness inherent 
among all people.  They see the world as a conglomerate of 
vast individual differences to which they belong.  Intellectual 
capacity is simply a personal attribute, no different from any 
other.  The term gifted is inconsequential and unnecessary.  

Some gifted individuals take this view even further.  To 
these people, individuality is of primary importance, so being 
a part of any group—gifted or non-gifted—is undesirable.  
They are independent, self-sustaining, self-motivated, and 
self-directed.  They do not want to be categorized with others 
in any way.  They are decisively solo beings, not needing 
to be accompanied by—or, as they express, harnessed to—
others.  They think on their own, act on their own accord, and 
are happy to pursue their ventures and interests singularly.  

In my counseling experience, this group is mostly 
comprised of highly to profoundly gifted individuals.  They 
know that they are different and feel fine about it.  They 
do not want to explain themselves or take directions from 
anyone.  They do not need approval or recognition from 
others.  They do not ask for others’ opinions, nor do they 
cater to anyone else’s demands.  Overwhelmingly, they are 
self-confident and self-reliant and are delighted to be so.  
Any friendships are made with those of common ability 
and interest; otherwise, they would not be attracted to one 
another or engaged in the relationship.
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While some reject or disassociate from the gifted label, 
others find refuge and comfort in it.  These individuals feel 
disconnected from others and lonely.  Being part of a group 
with a common attribute—heightened intelligence—offers 
a sense of belonging.  These gifted people feel dissimilar to 
most people around them in what they like to think about 
and how they think about it.  Their enhanced emotions and 
passionate caring about people, places, concepts, or ideals are 
particularly distinct, and these intensities—as well as their 
interests, endless curiosity, and dedication to the pursuit of 
knowledge—set them apart from others.  Having always felt 
odd and out of place, they welcome a safe haven with other 
intellectually gifted people who demonstrate an intensity of 
thinking and feeling similar to theirs.  When in a community 
of gifted individuals, they have expressive freedom.  With 
others of similar intellectual ability, they no longer need to 
edit their vocabulary or modulate their sense of humor but 
instead freely engage in in-depth discussions on topics of 
mutual interest.  

All of these positions are individual viewpoints along a 
continuum of experience.  In a group of people who have a 
common denominator of advanced intelligence (specifically 
two or more standard deviations above the norm as measured 
by intelligence tests), there are numerous interpretations of 
what is important or valid.  Their divergent perspectives of the 
term gifted by themselves demonstrate that generalizations 
regarding distinctions between gifted individuals and the 
broader population may have value or meaning to some 
individuals but not to others.  

Defining What It Means to Be Gifted

In 1972, the U.S. Department of Education put out the 
Marland Report, which provided a federal definition of 
what it means to be gifted.  The definition stated that gifted 



4

individuals are: “…students, children, or youth who give 
evidence of high achievement capability in such areas as 
intellectual, creative, artistic, or leadership capacity, or in 
specific academic fields, and who need services or activities 
not ordinarily provided by the school in order to fully develop 
those capabilities.”

In practical terms, most children who are gifted 
demonstrate high academic ability or talent in some capacity.  
Typically parents or teachers notice a particular aptitude in 
the child. Advanced abilities can occur within any subject or 
discipline, such as math, science, language arts, or history.  
Sometimes the child seems to be strong in just one or two 
areas, but some children appear to be gifted at every subject 
they encounter.  Alternatively, children can display talent 
within any creative or artistic domain, including poetry, 
visual arts, theater, dance, or music.  These displays of 
children’s gifts and talents are often bolstered by high IQ 
scores, achievement or aptitude test results, scholastic 
productivity, and/or grades, which often enable the children 
to be admitted into the school’s gifted and talented program.  

Since most educators believe that the purpose of school 
is to help children live up to their potential, it follows that the 
educational experience should support the development of 
these youngsters’ gifts and talents.  Gifted programs across 
the country and gifted organizations, including the National 
Association for Gifted Children (NAGC), aspire to establish 
education programs that will help students develop their 
gifts and talents optimally.  

The problem might seem obvious.  What about children 
who don’t achieve but who are still gifted?

Many gifted children demonstrate their exceptional 
abilities at school, but some do not.  There are myriad 
reasons why a child might not achieve academically, such 
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as boredom, test anxiety, illness, or problems at home.  A 
child with a fever on test day, for example, may not perform 
well.  One who is fretting over her parents’ looming divorce 
may be distracted and unable to focus on schoolwork.  One 
who is bored may decide that there’s no point in completing 
work that is too easy.  These children will not demonstrate 
their giftedness, but that does not make them any less gifted.  
Consequently, schools that predominantly use scholastic 
performance to identify gifted children can inadvertently 
omit a significant number of gifted students. 

Classrooms geared toward the average learner do not 
offer the challenge that gifted students need in order to 
stay engaged in their learning and interested in a topic.  
The enthusiasm and knowledge of teachers in their subject 
matter and the quality of the instruction also affect gifted 
students’ concentration and motivation to perform.  When 
there is little or no challenge to the material, gifted children 
become disengaged and bored.  And in this way, they can 
become invisible to teachers.  

One young teen, a 13-year-old, said it clearly: “When you 
take our enthusiasm and passion away by not allowing us to 
challenge ourselves in the classroom, it’s like something’s 
dying inside of you, and it actually made me really depressed 
from fourth grade through seventh grade.  And it was really 
not fun!  I don’t want to do that again.  I need to learn.  I 
want to learn and be challenged.”

Another gifted child, age 12, talked about his enthusiasm 
for learning: “I always want to know more things.  I want to 
have more skills and more information, and I want to expand 
my understanding and ability in the world.  Constantly.  In as 
many directions as I can.  In my public school, that is not the 
norm!  Most people are pretty comfortable being spoon-fed 
information, and that’s okay, but you can’t hold the people 
who excel the most down to that level! You really need to 



6

give them challenges and the possibilities to go where they 
want to go and do what they want to do and learn how they 
want to learn—and as quickly as they want to learn and as 
much as they want to learn.”  

If schools only admit students into gifted programs 
on the bases of test results, high grades, or demonstrated 
advanced capabilities, they are sure to miss many gifted 
students.  School systems are advised instead to incorporate 
a multifaceted means of identifying students, which includes 
demonstrated academic ability but also other typical gifted 
traits, such as advanced vocabulary and memory, complexity 
of thinking or conceptual acceleration, endless curiosity, 
vivid imagination, creativity, artistic expression, “out of the 
box” ideas, highly developed sense of humor, fascinations 
and interests outside of the age norm, a preference for 
relationships with older children or adults, and other 
personality and temperament attributes (Silverman, 2002).  

Twice-Exceptionality

There is another reason why gifted children might 
underperform in school.  Some gifted children also struggle 
with physical disabilities, learning disorders, or emotional 
or social difficulties.  These can inhibit the demonstration 
of knowledge, even though comprehension of information 
is intact. When children are very bright, adults assume that 
they can think clearly and show on paper what they know.  It 
is confusing to these children and to the adults around them 
when they can speak profusely on topics of interest but then 
get poor grades on tests.  

Twice-exceptionality is the term used for the dual 
experience of gifted intelligence and thwarted demonstration 
of knowledge.  Diagnosing twice-exceptionality can be 
difficult since gifted children may be bright enough to 
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compensate for their deficiency and still receive superior to 
average grades.  The higher the child’s intelligence, the more 
advanced his or her thinking capability will be and the more 
likely a learning deficit will be hidden.  

Some twice-exceptional children may show an 
inconsistent pattern of achievement, at times doing very 
well and at other times earning average or even below-
average scores.  It is common for teachers and parents alike 
to attribute average grades of gifted children to other causes 
(for example, boredom, laziness, lack of motivation), when 
in fact there may be a diagnosable problem interfering 
with these children’s learning.  Some gifted children are 
actually placed in remedial classrooms due to their lagging 
performance since teachers cannot see evidence of them 
understanding the material.  

Erratic patterns of achievement are just one hint that a 
child may be twice-exceptional; most symptoms are specific 
to the diagnosis of which disability or disorder the child has.  
However, a few common behaviors that may suggest twice-
exceptionality are avoiding or struggling with homework, 
continually misplacing worksheets and homework, losing 
track of time, a cluttered or disorganize desk or backpack, 
having difficulty following or remembering directions, 
making careless mistakes, and difficulty with daily routines 
and time transitions.  Many twice-exceptional children avoid 
homework altogether, and they often end up in protracted 
arguments with their parents over their spending more time 
procrastinating than what it would take to complete the 
assignment.

The discrepancy for twice-exceptional children between 
what they understand and what they are able to show they 
understand is frustrating and baffling to everyone—children, 
teachers, and parents.  It is common for these children to 
squelch their frustration or academic lack of confidence while 
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at school and then, upon returning home, have emotional 
meltdowns, either imploding or exploding.

It is exhausting for twice-exceptional children to try to 
compensate for their inadequacies in the classroom.  The 
drain on many of these children’s physical energy and their 
adrenal system can cause chronic low-grade illness.  But even 
if they stay physically healthy, twice-exceptionality affects a 
child’s academic confidence and performance, overall self-
esteem, and relationships at home and school.  

Joanna, age 13, talked about the discrepancy of her traits: 
“Giftedness can show up in babies—like they’re less likely 
to fall down the stairs because they understand the danger. 
And my parents told me I began talking and asking for what 
I wanted by nine months old.  I was not satisfied with status 
quo toys either; I would play with my brother’s puzzles—he 
is three years older than me.  But not everybody develops 
everything early or reads at age one—like I developed 
normally in other areas and didn’t even get comfortable 
reading until about the third grade because I’m dyslexic.”

Due to the numerous difficulties twice-exceptional 
children encounter, a diagnosis by a professional of what 
is interfering with the expression of their true capability 
is essential.  With a professional diagnosis in hand, twice-
exceptional children are then eligible for a 504 education 
instructional plan to provide educational accommodations to 
enable and support their academic success.  Further, having 
an understanding of what is actually causing the difficulties 
relieves the confusion for children and parents alike, and 
instead of battling one another over homework or grade 
issues, they can become allies working together to overcome 
the difficulty.
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A Better Definition

Clearly, gifted children may not achieve academically; 
twice-exceptionality is only one reason for this.  But 
recall that the federal definition of giftedness focuses on 
achievement.  Thus, it is an inadequate definition; it is 
founded on a principle of what children show they can do, 
not of who they inherently are.

In an effort to distinguish giftedness from achievement 
and performance, in 1991 the Columbus Group forged a 
definition that focused on a key characteristic of gifted 
individuals everywhere: their asynchrony.  Asynchrony is 
the difference between a gifted child’s development and that 
of children who fall into the average range on the intellectual 
spectrum.  What society expects children to think and to feel 
and to do, and indeed what most children do think and feel 
and do, does not apply to gifted children.  They tend to reach 
milestones earlier, learn more rapidly and with less repetition 
of information, and care about issues more passionately 
and at a younger age.  Simultaneously, there is asynchrony 
within these children; their cognitive abilities advance 
at a faster pace than their physical, emotional, social, and 
spiritual development, and so they are often seen as many 
ages at once, holding high intellectual conversations with a 
neighbor one minute, for example, and throwing a temper 
tantrum the next.  

Thus, the Columbus Group definition states: “Giftedness 
is asynchronous development in which advanced cognitive 
abilities and heightened intensity combine to create inner 
experiences and awareness that are qualitatively different 
from the norm. This asynchrony increases with higher 
intellectual capacity. The uniqueness of the gifted renders 
them particularly vulnerable and requires modifications in 
parenting, teaching, and counseling in order for them to 
develop optimally” (1991).
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This definition infers that as cognitive abilities increase 
from the gifted to the highly, exceptionally, and profoundly 
gifted, so does asynchrony, intensity, and divergence from 
the norm.  However, it caused great controversy within 
the gifted educational field when it was first introduced, 
creating a schism of educational philosophy between two 
camps of professionals.  One perspective advocated talent 
development, achievement, and performance as proof of a 
child’s intellectual giftedness, while the second focused on 
the intrinsic characteristics that differentiate gifted youth 
from their age peers.  The true beauty of the Columbus Group 
definition is that it does not denounce talent development nor 
the importance of advanced curriculum for gifted youth.  It 
merely changes the focus from a purely external orientation 
of talent and productivity to an internal focus of individual 
differences between gifted individuals and others.

Common Personality Traits of Gifted Individuals

Over the decades, I have seen with utter consistency five 
personality traits in gifted individuals of all ages, irrespective 
of their academic or work performance.  How one chooses to 
demonstrate giftedness is a choice; however, these qualitative 
differences are innate.  They augment the Columbus Group 
definition of distinguishing attributes.  These common 
characteristics are asynchronous development, depth and 
breadth of perceptivity, physical and/or emotional sensitivity, 
intensity, and perfectionism.  Each individual’s personality 
and temperament accentuate or minimize these attributes, 
but whatever their expression, these characteristics seem to 
be foundational qualities within the gifted.  The chapters in 
this book focus on each of these traits in depth.

But before we discuss the inherent characteristics of gifted 
individuals, we must understand that being intellectually 
gifted does not just affect the way a person thinks; it affects 
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all of who that person is.  It is all-encompassing, pertaining 
to every aspect of the person’s being.  The following quotes 
from gifted children describing how they experience being 
gifted are illuminating.

Will, age 10: “I think that gifted kids definitely see the 
whole world in a completely different way.  I love to see 
the world by thinking of it on multiple different levels: the 
physical level, the spiritual level, the atomic level, and all 
kinds of other levels, and it seems that normal kids get bored 
by that.”

Cameron, age 12: “Most of the attention is put into 
intellect, but it’s also intense emotion and even spirituality.  
There is other stuff besides intellect that makes you gifted.”

Tim, age 11: “To me giftedness isn’t just about learning 
things and the intellectual point of view; it’s also about 
feeling and understanding other people’s feelings in a 
different way and being more advanced in that way and a 
little more sensitive.  I often feel like we’re not seen as whole 
people; we’re only seen for our strengths and talents.”

In a family with gifted parents, we typically find gifted 
children.  The adage “the apple does not fall far from the tree” 
is true.  Gifted attributes can be seen across generations, often 
forming an entire family tree of gifted individuals.  Since 
gifted parents create gifted children, and all family members 
have gifted traits and act in gifted ways, then everyone in the 
family can feel a sense of normalcy in the home.  Within the 
family, asynchrony, perceptivity, sensitivity, intensity, and 
perfectionism are usual ways of being. 

When many children first venture outside the home, 
they discover that what they know in their family is not 
how the rest of the world is, and the older they get, the more 
they discover that they are outside the norm.  What is so 
desperately sad is that most often, gifted individuals take 
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their differences as negative attributes.  They may not fit in, 
may have few or no close friends, may not be invited to social 
events, might even be teased or bullied for their differences.  
Many assume that something is wrong with them.  When out 
of the “gifted normalcy” of their home, gifted individuals’ 
everyday behaviors make them seem unusual to others.  The 
higher the intelligence of these people, the more they deviate 
from the norm, and the more socially atypical they are.  

But giftedness is not a deficiency.  It does not have 
to be met with dismay, isolation, or loneliness.  It can be 
a beautiful way of meeting the world—with curiosity and 
depth of feeling and passion.  However, gifted individuals 
must learn the most important step toward self-love: they 
must embrace their whole gifted self.
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CHAPTER T WO

Embracing the Whole Self  

All people, irrespective of nationality, culture, race, or 
gender, have five aspects or domains of self: intellectual, 
emotional, physical, spiritual, and social.  Generally, 
people have a dominant domain to which they give primary 
attention.  Often this key domain is well-developed, highly 
valued, and central in their self-identity.  

Not surprisingly, for the majority of intellectually gifted 
people, the predominant domain is the intellect, or the mind.  
These individuals are continually flooded with thoughts 
and ideas, all of which demand attention.  Especially in the 
highly, exceptionally, and profoundly gifted, the mind is so 
active that it dominates their awareness.

In actuality, each aspect of the self (mind, emotions, 
body, spirit, and social self) interacts instantaneously with 
the others, influencing one another moment to moment.  
Scientists are uncertain which aspect of the self is the first 
to activate and thus to initiate a chain reaction by the other 
domains.  Is it our thoughts that affect an emotional response 
and a physical reaction?  Or do we have a physical reaction 
to an emotion, which is then coupled with a corresponding 
thought?  In any case, our domains are inextricably 
interconnected, and yet many people focus on a single one, 
often neglecting the others.  



14

An Unhealthy Imbalance

Many intellectually gifted individuals allow themselves 
full absorption with the mind—in fact relish their immersion 
into the dynamic world of thoughts and ideas—but in 
doing so, they neglect the other aspects of the self.  They 
can become uni-dimensional, concentrating solely on their 
thoughts to the detriment of the other elements of themselves, 
all of which combine to create a whole, balanced, healthy 
self.  It is common for highly gifted individuals to minimize 
the importance of the other four aspects of self.  And the less 
they attend to the other components, the more out of touch 
and uncomfortable they can become with them. 

Long ago in my clinical psychology practice, which 
specializes in helping gifted people, an eminent historian 
came to me seeking guidance.  In our first few moments 
together, he told me about the numerous professional 
accomplishments that he had achieved throughout his career.  
But, he revealed, in spite of his success and notoriety, he 
felt empty inside.  He had enjoyed his intellectual passions 
and had worked hard toward achieving his goals for decades.  
Now, however, he was aware that he had neglected all other 
aspects of his life, and he discovered, much to his surprise 
and dismay, that he was disappointed with himself.  He 
realized that although his professional life was meaningful 
and motivating, he experienced no lasting joy or fulfillment 
from all his efforts. 

For years, this man had seen his body as the “carrier” 
of his mind.  He had not attended to physical needs other 
than the necessities of food and sleep.  He considered his 
emotions to be a nuisance that took time and attention away 
from his research.  He remembered actively suppressing 
them and consciously ignoring any sentimentality or feeling.  
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The man was married and had a family, but he did not 
experience deep connections with them.  In essence, he 
lived alone in a household of family members.  Socially, he 
attended professional meetings.  He had colleagues whom 
he considered friends, but when they were together, the focal 
point was work.  During the course of his whole life, he had 
not developed any outside interests or hobbies.  He had no 
idea what he enjoyed or what might inspire him other than 
his work.  He had devoted his daily life, year after year, to 
his intellectual pursuits and achievements. 

But now he felt differently; he was lonely and 
discontented.  Worse, he did not know what to do to make 
himself happy.  He wanted to continue working—after all, 
he truly enjoyed his work—but he no longer wanted to 
devote all of his time to work.  He struggled to answer the 
question of what brought him joy.  His immediate answers 
were always the same: work, research, and professional 
advancement.  He puzzled over how one could enjoy a day 
if not through work.

As we worked together during the next few months, 
this man slowly discovered the other aspects of himself: his 
emotions, his body, his spiritual and social selves.  It was 
as if each domain had a voice that he had not heard before.  
When he learned how to listen to them, he discovered that 
each aspect had desires, needs, and goals.  He realized that 
there was more to him than just his mind, and new questions 
emerged for him about how he could enjoy his intellectual 
pursuits and concurrently listen to and respect the other 
aspects of himself.  

For the next year, the man practiced paying attention to 
all aspects of himself.  He learned that while he enjoyed his 
ceaseless intellectual curiosity and pursuit of knowledge, he 
also liked simple everyday pleasures of nature, the strength 
and health of his body, and the company of people of diverse 



16

interests.  Incrementally, he became aware of the complexity 
within himself—and, not insignificantly, this led to his 
discovery of the splendor that surrounded him.  Much to his 
surprise, he discovered that there was meaning to everyday 
life that was separate from his work. 

When the mind is so overriding, what happens to the other 
four domains within the gifted individual?  If the domains 
were analogous to muscle groups, we would recognize that 
one muscle was well-formed and toned, while others were 
weak and even atrophying.  It is much harder to recognize 
this if the well-formed aspect isn’t something that we can 
see, and it is even harder if it is the one thing that ignites 
and inspires and seems, on the surface, to satisfy fully a 
curious and intellectually driven person.  And yet it is never 
too late to discover and learn to attend to the whole self, just 
as one can learn to exercise all muscles.  But it takes time, 
diligence, and patience to feel comfortable doing this and to 
see the results of one’s efforts.  

The historian learned this lesson with time and effort.  
He  had thought that he had been happy solely focusing on 
his work and using his incredible mind, but at some point 
in his life, he realized that his life was lopsided.  He was 
missing out on things that he needed to be happy.  

What caused him to discover his unhappiness?  For the 
historian, it was simply a nagging feeling that he couldn’t 
suppress, despite his lifelong practice of dismissing his 
emotions.  For others, the realization that they have neglected 
their whole self manifests in ways that are more difficult to 
ignore.

I once had a client who was a graduate student from a 
prestigious university.  This young woman was stressed, 
was having difficulty sleeping, and was worn out.  As a 
dedicated doctoral student, she exhibited discipline in her 
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work ethic, and she was well on her way to the successful 
completion of her degree.  And yet in my office she was 
crying, overwhelmed, and utterly exhausted.  I listened to 
her talk about her proud accomplishments one minute and 
handed her tissues as she wept the next.

This young woman wanted to know what to do about 
her insomnia.  She had made an appointment with a doctor 
to get sleeping pills, but something inside her had propelled 
her to come see me first.  During our time together, we talked 
about her highly gifted traits and her personal expectations 
and goals for her life.  She discussed her dreams and what 
was most important to her.  Among other things, she hoped 
to be in a romantic relationship one day.  

She acknowledged her ongoing focus on schoolwork to 
the deterioration of her friendships and her health.  When 
she became aware of the five aspects within, she recognized 
that her body had been delivering messages to her daily.  
Her physical symptoms of stress were her body’s way of 
trying to get her attention.  Left unattended, her symptoms 
had worsened until she found herself with chronic insomnia, 
a sick stomach, and perpetual nervousness.  She needed 
to understand that her body was more than a vehicle 
for her mind.  It was demanding attention and asking for 
compassionate care.  

Although the young woman understood the severity of 
her situation, she was apprehensive to make any changes.  
The stakes were too high.  She knew how to succeed 
academically, and she was afraid to stray from that path.  
This caused a dilemma, of course.  Her prevailing emotion 
was fear—fear of change and simultaneously fear of 
things staying the same; she knew that her situation was 
unsustainable.  
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We started small.  Would she allow some time for 
relaxation before bedtime?  For example, would she be 
willing to turn off her computer an hour before bed to allow 
her mind to de-escalate and relax?  And then, might she also 
take the 20-minute walk to campus instead of driving so that 
she could witness and enjoy the change of seasons?  Getting 
outside would expand her uni-dimensional focus and make 
her aware of the physical beauty around her.  And then, could 
she also eat one healthy and relaxed meal a day?  One step at 
a time, I asked her to integrate rudimentary self-care of her 
body, emotions, and mind into her demanding routine.

This young woman was markedly frightened to change 
her regimen, but she was equally fearful of a nervous 
breakdown if she did not.  We needed to create a schedule 
she could follow that ensured her continual academic 
success and advancement, while also attending to her whole 
self.  She began slotting in ample time for sleep, focused 
on her food choices, and learned to practice relaxation and 
deep breathing techniques.  I also suggested that she give 
herself a “gift” each week.  This present had to be something 
she could look forward to and find pleasure in.  She chose 
such things as buying flowers for her table, going to a movie, 
and spending a weekend evening with a friend over dinner. 
She did not need to leave her academic dedication and effort 
behind but instead created a simple everyday environment 
that brought her a sense of health and wellbeing. 

In my practice, I have worked with many adults with 
similar stories.  They were predominantly focused on the 
productivity of their minds and disregarded other aspects of 
their selves.  But they expressed widespread discontent and 
overall feelings of loss and confusion as to how to change.  
Most were exploring reasons external to themselves to 
discover why they were discontent, but their problems were 
within.  Consider the sage words of the Dalai Lama: “We can 
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never obtain peace in the outer world until we make peace 
within ourselves.” 

When gifted individuals believe that their mind is their 
sole asset and that their self-worth is based on its output, 
they stay steadfast in their mental efforts.  This is reinforced 
when others congratulate them on their innovative ideas or 
creations and act disappointed if they do not achieve what 
is expected of them.  When this happens, they internalize 
the concept that their primary value is in their productivity.  
They get caught in a cycle of input/output, expecting to 
perform in a robotic fashion, but this causes both internal 
and external pressures with gripping demands.  Even the 
most significant events or pleas from the ones they hold 
dearest often cannot derail some gifted people in their drive 
to produce and perform.

As an example, I had a client who missed an award 
ceremony for his daughter because he felt that he simply had 
to meet his work deadlines.  His daughter was deeply hurt 
that work had once again been her father’s priority.  Enslaved 
by a productivity-at-all-costs paradigm, this man had 
ignored feedback from his loved ones, which had resulted in 
detachment and aloofness in his family relationships.  

As if the messages he received from his family weren’t 
enough, the man’s body was also cuing him to change his 
situation, but he refused to heed the stress symptoms of 
insomnia and tension headaches.  Just as he had ignored his 
family, he ignored his physical symptoms, silencing them 
with over-the-counter pills, alcohol, and other means—a 
not-uncommon trend among those who are so internally 
driven.  These individuals do whatever they can to keep their 
physical engine running, regardless of the costs.  However, 
if they do not eventually attend to the physical “alarm bells,” 
they ultimately will stress their system sufficiently that their 
body misfires and they become physically ill.  
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This doesn’t just happen with adults, though.  Gifted 
children and adolescents get caught up in these same cycles 
of productivity at the expense of all else.  While visiting 
a college prep high school, I witnessed both parents and 
teens expressing more concern about test scores and college 
admissions requirements than about minimal care for 
the teens’ physical, mental, and emotional health.  These 
youngsters pushed themselves to the limit, and at times 
dangerously beyond.  The pressure (both external and self-
imposed) was so high that they believed there was no choice 
but to take whatever steps were necessary to accomplish their 
goals.  Those who retreated or collapsed under the pressure 
were doomed to feelings of failure and a self-assessment 
of not being “good enough.”  Children who internalize this 
message of pushing the intellect and ignoring the other 
elements of the self set themselves up with a habitual stress 
cycle that can continue throughout college and into their 
adult career.  

The Dilemma of Multipotentiality

One evening I was presenting to approximately one 
hundred honor students at a large university about the innate 
characteristics of their highly gifted natures.  Our time 
together was coming to a close when one young man raised 
his hand.  He shared that he would be graduating in a few 
weeks and had scholarship offers from several prestigious 
universities to attain his Ph.D./M.D. degree.  I congratulated 
him, but he continued, “I am brilliant in math and science.  
My professors think I should pursue this dual degree, and my 
parents do as well.  But I don’t want to go into medicine.”  I 
asked what he did want to do.  He answered, “Write novels.”

At that point I told the audience that our meeting time was 
up and that they could leave if they wished, but I was going 
to stay and talk with this young man about his quandary.  No 


