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Recently I had the pleasure of participating in an Internet conference with parents in Australia about the social 
and emotional needs of gifted children. During the two weeks of dialogue one parent, Michelle, said:

My own experience (and I suspect that of many other parents of gifted children) is that my awareness of gift-
edness came about after becoming a parent. In the process of learning about how to respond to the child’s 
needs, we  parents often fi nd ourselves discovering many things about ourselves and perhaps even dealing 
with a few painful memories of our own childhood experiences.

She went on to say:
It’s something I’ve noticed in my discussions with other parents — while many of them accept their child’s gift-
edness and associated traits, they seem to be in “denial” about their own giftedness, or at varying stages of 
dealing with it. 

Michelle’s comments are not unusual. Frequently parents and teachers express concerns about fostering growth 
in gifted children while dealing with the often painful process of coming to terms with their own giftedness and 
potential. It is diffi cult — a sort of developmental double-whammy — to go through your own developmental 
phases while at the same time teaching, guiding, and/or parenting gifted children.
Giftedness in adults can be viewed through a number of lenses. For this article, I want to focus on fi ve key affec-
tive needs of gifted adults: acknowledging your own gifts; nurturing your identity development; giving yourself 
permission to be a growing, changing, imperfect person; taking advantage of and coping with overexcitabilities; 
and learning practical coping skills. In order to improve self-esteem and self-effi cacy, it is vital for adults, as well 
as children, to have a fi rm affective foundation from which to act. By focusing on these fi ve needs, adults can 
begin to foster their own giftedness and will become better role models for gifted children by showing them the 
importance and value of addressing personal strengths and needs.

Acknowledge Your Own Gifts
The fi rst step towards building a strong social and emotion base is to recognize and acknowledge one’s own 
strengths or gifts. For many adults this facet of who they are has either gone unnoticed, been ignored or was not 
expressed for cultural reasons. So, if you have not already done so, take time over the next few days to list your 
personal assets. Look at those around you whom you believe are gifted. What characteristics do you share with 
them: intense curiosity, keen sense of humor, creative or artistic bents, sensual or emotional sensitivity, intense 
imagination, deep concerns about social issues, tenacious academic abilities, superior interpersonal skills, etc? If 
this is a diffi cult task for you, ask your partner, friends, children, family. Seek their input and validation.
The next step is to be honest with yourself and then open with others about your own concerns or confusion sur-
rounding your giftedness. How do you feel being different from your friends, family, cohorts at work? How do you 
feel about talking openly about your strengths? How do your gifts enhance your life? How do they make your life 
more complicated? Self-evaluation, asking these questions, should enable adults to feel more comfortable with 
who they are and to become more willing to share themselves with others. This openness leads to modeling for 
children, pride in our assets, and a willingness to work on our weak points.

Nurture Your Own Identity Development
Often gifted adults, out of compassion or obligation, focus on the development of their children, students or 
partners while ignoring their own. As Michelle said, “They seem to be in “denial” about their own giftedness, or 
at varying stages of dealing with it.” This leads not only to inappropriate modeling for children, but also to unmet 
needs as an adult. The key is to take the time to fi nd reinforcement, encouragement, nurturing of ones strengths 
and passions. Andrew Mahoney (1998) has described 4 primary constructs which are the “underpinnings that 
shape and infl uence identity (p. 223). “ These are:
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Making an active effort to meet your needs for validation, affi rmation, affi liation, and affi nity, is instrumental to 
fostering adult giftedness.

Give Yourself Permission To Be A Growing, Changing, Imperfect Person
Another facet of the process of meeting your own needs is to give yourself permission to be a person in a growth 
process. Try accept personal imperfections and recognize that growth tends to move through peaks and valleys 
rather than on a straight progression upwards. Many gifted individuals are born with a sense or understanding of 
how things (ideas, morality, justice) should be. They see more possibilities, imagine greater outcomes, and have 
loftier ideals than others. They can see from an early age what perfection looks like. As a result, their peers, teachers 
and signifi cant others, hold inappropriate or overly infl ated expectations for them. These expectations, whether 
directly stated or implied, are sensed by the individual and he/she responds by trying to be perfect in order to meet 
the expectations of others. But achieving perfection is diffi cult and often unrewarded by the outside world. So it 
is paramount for gifted individuals to try to develop realistic and satisfying expectations themselves and others.

Take Advantage of and Cope with Overexcitabilities
Understanding the innate characteristics which may accompany giftedness also helps to foster adult gifted-
ness. The work of Kazimierz Dabrowski (1902-1980) provides an excellent framework in which to understand the 
supersensitivity or overexcitability frequently found in the intellectually or creatively gifted. Dabrowski described 
overexcitabilities (OEs) as a heightened ability receive and respond to stimuli. Found to a greater degree in the 
creative and gifted, overexcitabilities are expressed in increased sensitivity, awareness, and intensity, and repre-
sent a real difference in the fabric of life and quality of experience.
Dabrowski identifi ed 5 areas of intensity — Psychomotor, Sensual, Intellectual, Imaginational, and Emotional. A 
person may possess one or more of these OEs. Individuals with these characteristics view the world through a dif-
ferent lens. They are often perceived as people who overreact or are just too intense. It is this turbulent, complex 
and rich inner experience that can be a blessing or a burden to the intense, gifted person and those around them. 
Adults may need to deal with and take advantage of their intensities and help turn any dissonance into more of 
a symphony. (Please see Lind, 1994 and Lind, 1996 for additional information.)
As a beginning, accepting that OEs are hereditary and are part of a person’s essence has a remarkably freeing 
and validating effect. The next step is to recognize that individuals with discrepant OE’s sense they are speaking 
in different languages, or operating from different perspectives, or dealing with different cultures relative to their 
colleagues, friends family members. They are out of sync. Feelings of alienation and misinterpretation are experi-
enced by both the overexcitable and the non-overexcitable individual within a relationship. This mismatch within 
a family or at work, or personal relationships can lead to diffi culties including:
• Mutual respect, credibility, and understanding may be hard to establish or maintain because there is a lack 

of shared experience or reality.
• Finding a common language to describe experience and express needs is diffi cult and takes a great deal of 

work.
• Others may be perceived as warped or psychologically damaged and thus incapable of holding up their 

part of a relationship.
• Values may differ greatly creating fractures in a relationship.
• Finding common areas of interest or passion may be diffi cult.

Validation Personally acknowledging one’s giftedness
Affi rmation Gaining continual reinforcement and acknowledgment about one’s giftedness from others

Affi liation Allying oneself with others of similar interests, passions, overexcitability, talents, etc.
Affi nity Developing a sense of calling or purpose — connecting oneself with the world
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In order to help to counter these negatives we can try the following:
• Respect and honor individual differences.
• Model acceptance of differences.
• Assume that the reality described by the other person is OK — Try not to automatically look for pathology.
• Be sure both people in the relationship are knowledgeable about OE’s.
• Reframe for one another. Try to describe your experience in a way that makes sense to the other person. Use 

metaphors, examples from literature, art, theater, the animal kingdom, etc.
• Seek like people to provide the emotional, intellectual, imaginational, sensual, physical support you are un-

able to get within the relationship.
• Remember that overexcitabilities are innate abilities which need to be accepted with grace as one would 

accept shoe size, or handedness.

Learn Practical Coping Skills
The fi rst four affective needs of gifted adults can be greatly facilitated and enhanced by incorporating two basic 
coping skills: recognizing and dealing with stress, and learning effective communication skills. The two sets of skills 
are vital because they help individuals deal with the increased stress, intensity, and feelings of differentness which 
are often outcomes of being gifted.

Recognizing and Dealing with Stress
Everyone deals with stress on a daily basis. But frequently gifted individuals have increased stress reactions because 
of their psychomotor, sensual, intellectual, imaginational, and emotional makeup. There are many programs and 
books about stress reduction. The key components are to (1) learn to identify your own stress symptoms: head-
ache, back ache, pencil tapping, pacing, etc. (2) develop strategies for coping with your stress: talk about your 
feelings to someone, do relaxation exercises, include physical exercise regularly into your day, change your in 
diet, do daily meditations/visualizations, ask for help, develop organizational and time management skills and (3) 
develop strategies to prevent stress: make time for fun, develop a cadre of people to help, advise, humor you, 
become more tolerant of your own and others’ imperfections. Take time to map out a plan for you and your family 
members to deal with stress. (See Hipp, 1985 for additional information.)

Learning and Using Effective Communication Skills
Good communication skills are useful on multiple levels, from improving the chances of getting what you want, to 
nurturing and facilitating growth in others. Regardless of one’s motivation for learning these skills, the outcomes will 
include less stress, greater self-acceptance, greater understanding from and about others, and less daily friction 
at home, work or in the grocery store.
When learning communication skills be sure to include both verbal — listening, responding, questioning, telephon-
ing, problem solving (Faber and Mazlish, 1980) and nonverbal — rhythm and use of time, interpersonal distance 
and touch, gestures and postures, facial expressions, tone of voice, and style of dress (Nowicki, 1992). Verbal and 
nonverbal skills improve interpersonal communication and help individuals better fi t in when they wish to, try to 
change the system if necessary, and most importantly treat themselves and others respectfully.
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