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Abstract
In this chapter, the authors present a definition of giftedness and model of

the talent development process based on psychological research and intended
to be comprehensive and applicable to all domains of endeavor. Fundamental
principles underlying the model are that domain specific abilities matter; domains
of talent have unique developmental trajectories; opportunities need to be
provided and taken advantage of at each stage of talent development;
psychosocial variables are critical factors in the successful development of talent;
and preparation for eminence is the aspired outcome of gifted education. The
authors elaborate on the driving force in this developmental process—
psychosocial skill development and enhancement. A delineation and discussion
of the most important psychosocial skills that individuals need to acquire as they
move from potential to competency, to expertise and to eminence is provided,
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emphasizing that these skills are malleable and can be actively and deliberately
cultivated by teachers, coaches, mentors and parents. 

Keywords: talent development, giftedness, psychosocial skills, developmental
trajectories, eminence

Resumen
En este artículo, los autores presentan una definición de altas capacidades y

un modelo del proceso de desarrollo del talento basado en la investigación
psicológica que pretende ser exhaustivo y aplicable a todos los dominios de la
consecución de objetivos. El principio fundamental que subyace al modelo es
que las habilidades específicas de cada dominio son relevantes: los dominios del
talento cuentan con trayectorias de desarrollo únicas, las variables psicosociales
son factores críticos en el desarrollo exitoso del talento, y la preparación para la
eminencia es el resultado al que aspira la educación de personas con altas
capacidades. Los autores desarrollan la fuerza impulsora en este proceso de
desarrollo – desarrollo de habilidades psicosociales y su mejora. Asimismo se
delinea y discute sobre cuáles son las principales habilidades psicosociales que
los sujetos necesitan adquirir cuando pasan de potencial a competencia y a
expertise, enfatizando que esas habilidades son maleables y pueden ser
desarrolladas activa y deliberadamente por profesores, coaches, mentores y
padres. 

Palabras clave: desarrollo del talento, altas capacidades, habilidades
psicosociales, trayectorias de desarrollo, eminencia. 

Rethinking Giftedness: A Developmental Approach

In a 2011 monograph published in Psychological Science and the Public
Interest1, we proposed a definition of giftedness grounded in
psychological research intended to be comprehensive and applicable
across all domains of endeavor. The definition featured a developmental
perspective on giftedness:

Giftedness is the manifestation of performance that is clearly at the
upper end of the distribution in a specific talent domain even relative
to other high-functioning individuals in that domain. Further,
giftedness can be viewed as developmental in that in the beginning
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stages, potential is the key variable; in later stages, achievement is the
measure of giftedness; and in fully developed talents, eminence is the
basis on which this label is granted. Both cognitive and psychosocial
variables play an essential role in the manifestation of giftedness at
every developmental stage, are malleable, and need to be deliberately
cultivated (Subotnik, Olszewski-Kubilius, & Worrell, 2011, p. 7).

The education research and policy communities in the US and some
Western European nations have generally been resistant to addressing
academic giftedness in research, policy, and practice based on the
assumption that academically gifted children will be successful no matter
what educational environment they are placed in and without special
attention. These arguments run counter to psychological science
indicating (a) the need for all students (including the most gifted) to be
challenged in their schoolwork and (b) the importance of appropriate
educational programming, training, and support for optimal development
of a student’s talents and abilities. We summarized these ideas in a talent
development mega-model. 

The Mega-Model of Talent Development

In response to a review of the psychological science literature on talent
development, we proposed a mega-model of talent development with the
following principles in mind: (a) abilities matter, particularly domain
specific abilities; (b) domains of talent differ in developmental trajectories
that begin at different ages; (c) opportunities need to be provided and
taken advantage of; (d) psychosocial variables are determining factors in
the successful development of talent; and (e) preparation for eminence
is the aspired outcome of gifted education.
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FIGURE I. Mega Model of Talent Development

Delimiters: 
Psychosocial factors: 
•  Low motivation
•  Unproductive mindsets
•  Low level of psychological strength
•  Poor social skills
External and chance factors: 
•  Late entry into domain
•  Poor match between interests and opportunities

Enhancers: 
Psychosocial factors: 
•  Optimal motivation (both “little m” and “Big M”)
•  Opportunities taken
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•  Productive mindsets
•  Developed psychological strength
•  Developed social skills 
External and chance factors:
•  Opportunities offered inside and outside of school
•  Financial resources and social and cultural capital

Abilities matter

Both general and domain-specific abilities play a fundamental role in
outstanding achievement (Kuncel, Hezlett, & Ones, 2001), although the
importance of each probably varies by domain (Simonton & Song, 2010;
Sternberg, 1998; Tannenbaum, 1983). In addition, both general intellectual
ability and specific abilities are malleable and can be enhanced through
focused effort and practice. The amount of ability, the balance of general
and specific abilities, and the exact nature of specific abilities vary by
talent domain are not completely understood, and research evidence is
stronger for some domains than others. For example, Lubinski and
colleagues (e.g., Lubinski, Benbow, Webb, & Bleske-Rechek, 2006; Wai,
Lubinski, & Benbow, 2005) have found that specific mathematics and
verbal abilities measured around age 13 in high achieving students have
predictive value for important educational, and occupational outcomes.
Research also suggests that individuals with higher levels of ability to
profit more from guided practice and instruction, as general and domain
specific ability mediate the effect of practice (Ceci & Papierno, 2005;
Gagne, 2005a; Gobet & Campitelli, 2007; Howard, 2008; Mosing, Madison,
Pederson, Kuja-Haikola & Ullen, 2014; and Macnamara, Hambrick &
Oswald, 2014).

Domains of talent have unique developmental trajectories
across the lifespan

It is also clear that with regard to age and developmental period, domains
have different entry points, peaks, and endings. For example, individuals
who are precocious in mathematics are often identified as early as
preschool, and certainly in the elementary school grades. However, there
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are other domains, such as psychology where outstanding performance
is not manifested until after completing an advanced degree. In some
domains (e.g., athletics, visual and performing arts), talent development
is often facilitated outside of school via community programs or private
coaches and mentors. However, irrespective of the context in which talent
is developed, different types of teachers are required at different times,
depending on the particular goal of the moment (e.g., knowledge
acquisition, development of technical expertise, or producing creative
products; Bloom, 1985). It is important for teachers and mentors to have
a good understanding of trajectories in the appropriate field so that
windows of opportunity for talent development are not missed. In a series
of articles over the past 25 years, Simonton (1991, 1992a, 1992b, 1997,
1998, 2007) has discussed trajectories in various fields. 

Effort and opportunity are important in the talent development
process

The opportunity to develop the talent that one has plays a large role in
whether individuals become outstanding performers or producers
(Barnett & Durden, 1993; Tannenbaum, 1983). Indeed, without
opportunity that allows talent to be nurtured, talent may never be
recognized. Research supports the positive relationship between
educational dose —defined as a varied set of in-school and outside-of-
school educational experiences— and outstanding adult achievement in
STEM fields (Wai, Lubinski, Benbow, & Steiger, 2010). In our model,
opportunities are one of several critical levers to successful developmental
transitions from potential to competency to expertise to eminence. 

Effort is as necessary to the development of talent as opportunity, and
research has shown that it takes a substantial amount of dedicated
practice—some argue for 10,000 hours (Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-
Römer, 1993)— to become an expert in most domains. In other words,
motivational constructs are as important for outstanding performance as
ability (e.g., Duckworth, Kirby, Tsukayama, Bernstein & Ericsson, 2010;
Gagne, 2005a, 2005b, 2010; Matthews & Foster, 2009; Nokelainen, Tirri,
Campbell, & Walberg, 2007), as these determine an individual’s ability to
capitalize on opportunities for talent development.
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Psychosocial variables are important contributors to outstanding
performance

Qualities such as the willingness to take strategic risks, the ability to cope
with challenges and to handle criticism, competitiveness, motivation, and
task commitment will differentiate those students who move to increasingly
higher levels of talent development from those who do not. Psychosocial
skills are important for success in all domains. In the performance domains,
and perhaps most explicitly in sport, instruction and coaching in mental
skills such as handling setback, controlling anxiety, and imagining success,
are an integral part of training and talent development (Martindale, Collins
& Abraham, 2007). Music conservatories have also given more systematic
attention to the deliberate cultivation of these skills (Jarvin & Subotnik,
2010). Academic domains have been the least likely to explicitly convey
the importance of this type of psychological strength training, even though
there is a tacit understanding that they are critical to adult success. In our
model, these are viewed as the critical levers that enable talented
individuals to progress through the stages of talent development (Subotnik,
Olszewski-Kubilius & Worrell, 2011).

Preparing for eminence should be the goal of gifted education

Desired outcomes articulated for participants of gifted programs vary
widely to include eminence, admission to Ivy League universities, high
scores on the SAT or other standardized measures, or nothing at all. From
our view, increasing the number of individuals who make creative
contributions by their products, innovations, and performances should
be the ultimate aim of gifted education. Gifted education can provide the
necessary programming and information about critical steps in domain
trajectories so that individuals who choose to can capitalize on their
abilities to make such contributions. Keeping our focus on eminence
sustains a continued focus on excellence, no matter what path
participants in gifted programs choose to take. Fulfilling one’s talents and
abilities in the form of creative contributions can provide meaningfulness
and direction to the lives of young people that may result in high levels
of personal satisfaction and self-actualization as well as unimaginable
benefits to society.
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Performance versus Production Domains

One important contribution of the talent development approach is to view
giftedness through the lens of domains. In reviewing the literature across
domains for similarities and differences, we found a bifurcation of many
components of talent development based on whether the domain under
discussion was related primarily to performance (such as dance, sport,
acting, music instrumentalists or vocalists) or to the production of new
ideas, knowledge or products (such as choreographers, composers,
playwrights, poets, scientists, or historians). Performers and producers
are trained and evaluated differently in the following ways (see an earlier
analysis of this bifurcation in Tannenbaum, 1983). 

For example, tasks are typically long term, multi-component, and more
diffuse in production domains and outstanding performance is
understood and appreciated much more by insiders than the general
public. In the performance domains on the other hand, expert judgments
is more widely trusted, physical abilities put limits on talent trajectories,
and the ultimate goal of talent development is typically clearer and
understood by the public as well as domain insiders. Performers and
producers share many similarities as well. Both groups have to master
the content and skills specific to their domain, and must spend a
considerable amount of time in deliberate practice or study to develop
expertise. 

Talent Development Trajectories

Talent domains have varying trajectories, that is starts, peaks and ending
points. For example, the singing talent of a boy soprano will need to be
identified early, but his musical career will most often end before
adolescence. Talented gymnasts, divers, and dancers can be identified
early and, consequently, instruction and training begins in elementary
school, but involvement in these areas ends by early adulthood. Other
sports begin with general conditioning until puberty and then focus on
specialized training. In some musical fields, instruction can begin very
early, such as in violin, which now typically starts in early childhood. In
others, such as with wind instruments, developing lungs and breathing
musculature lead to lessons starting later, typically in early adolescence.
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In most academic fields, such as science, a long period of study and
instruction precedes production of important work, but careers span
lifetimes and can go on indefinitely. There are differences within academic
fields also as precocity in mathematics is apparent in young children and
major contributions typically occur by age 30. 

Many variables determine or contribute to the course of a trajectory
within a domain including physical development and maturation,
especially in performance fields such as athletics, music and dance. These
include the existence of reliable and valid indicators of talent and
exceptional ability, efforts to systematically look for talent in a field (e.g.
ability testing in schools), and the opportunities available for engaging
in the talent area. All of these factors—variation of access to opportunities,
teachers and coaches; differing rates of physical and cognitive
development, and different amounts of study and practice—can lead to
variation in results. Regardless of whether a domain’s trajectory begins
in childhood, adolescence or adulthood, talent development progresses
from the initial stages of potential to increased competency, expertise,
and, sometimes, eminence.

Talent Development Stages

In the remainder of this article, we focus on critical inputs from parents
and teachers that facilitate the development of important psychosocial
skills at each of three stages of talent development: (a) transforming
potential into competence, (b) transforming competence into expertise,
and (c) transforming expertise into eminence. The factors associated with
each of these transitions are listed in Table 1, although it is important to
note that these factors do not guarantee that the transition to the next
stage will take place; rather, they only increase the probability of the
transition. Moreover, the percentage of individuals that move from
expertise to eminence is always quite small. 
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TABLE I. Critical Inputs and Associated Psychosocial Skills For Each Stage of Talent Development
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Transforming potential into competence

The process of turning potential into increased competency begins in
early childhood and can extend well into middle and high school,
depending on the talent area (Sosniak, 1985c, 1985d). At this stage in the
talent development process, perhaps more than at any other time, parents
have considerable influence and a critical role. Most young children are
sponges, open to learning about anything and everything, but some
children will exhibit deep interest and facility in a particular subject at a
very young age (Feldman & Goldsmith, 1986; Winner, 1996). At this stage
of development, it is important that parents provide exposure and
enrichment to varied talent areas and watch for “uptake,” that is, interest
and engagement. 

Research suggests that talented musicians, athletes, and scientists were
often introduced to their fields early through informal family activities
(Bloom, 1985). Listening to music, playing sports, or observing and
talking about nature were just part of family fun, but these activities set
the stage for long lasting interests and future career paths. Parents are
typically the first teachers but not the only ones at this stage of
development. Children can participate in more formal types of enrichment
activities available through their community, for example, in dance or
Suzuki or Kumon. Children who demonstrate enthusiasm for particular
activities, engage their parents and teachers with questions, and show
commitment and perseverance when learning new things are likely to
garner additional opportunities for deepening knowledge and skills. In
response parents may supply resources in the home, seek out additional
formal lessons and activities, or take children to museums and provide
other enrichment opportunities. Teachers may supply more challenging
activities, bring the child’s abilities to the attention of other school
teachers, arrange for educational services such as acceleration or further
testing, and recommend outside of school programs to parents. 

As children develop and acquire greater skill, parents and
teachers/coaches should work together, combining information from the
home, school, and community, in order to coordinate providing further
opportunities for talent development. These additional opportunities
could include, for example, a different music teacher or coach, enrollment
in club sports or private lessons, greater acceleration in a subject, or a
specialized science and mathematics or performing arts school. 
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It is important at this stage that children be teachable, that is, open to
instruction from others. Although most children have unbridled
enthusiasm for learning, parents and teachers can help them take full
advantage of learning opportunities by reinforcing appropriate behaviors
such as taking turns, working as a member of a team, following classroom
rules, valuing the contributions of fellow students, and not dominating a
group or acting like a “show-off”. Children also need to acquire the skills
that enable them to work independently, both within a classroom and at
home. 

As teachers respond to varying levels of ability within their classrooms
with differentiation, students will necessarily need to be able to work on
their own while teachers instruct other students. Through classroom
routines and structure, teachers can do much to help children acquire
these independent learning skills (Starko, 2014). Parents can assist by
providing space and opportunity for children to practice, study, or
conduct independent projects, as well as modeling solitary pursuit of
interests. Parents and teachers can help children respond positively to
feedback and critique by emphasizing that these are important
opportunities for learning and additional skill development.

Although parents and teachers are generally accepting of any
expression of interest or level of performance at the beginning of this
stage, as children develop, they must spend considerable time developing
and honing some of the basic skills of the talent domain. Acquiring the
basic techniques of playing an instrument, calculation skills, multiplication
and number facts, or the fundamental skills related to a playing a
particular sport, are often not viewed as intrinsically interesting and
require significant effort and practice if they are to become automatized.
Once automatized, learning can soar in more interesting and advanced
directions. Parents can help children identify those activities that they feel
intrinsically motivated to engage in —ones in which they experience flow
(Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, & Whalen, 1993)— thereby helping them
persist and commit to lasting areas of interest and talent. Extrinsic
rewards, however, can be used to combat self-doubt, waning interest, or
to get them to automaticity. 

Critical at this stage is the development of psychosocial skills that
support motivation and perseverance through difficult times. The
messages that parents and teachers give regarding effort and achievement
are important. Research shows that fostering a growth mindset (Dweck,
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2006), which entails the belief that your abilities are malleable and can
be developed over time, reinforces the importance of study and practice
and helps children deal effectively with increased challenge as well as
rebound from failures or setbacks. Increasingly, future talent development
activities will place children in more selective and competitive learning
or performance situations (e.g., selective district academic programs,
regional orchestras, science competitions), and appropriate attitudes
about winning and losing and the purpose and value of these activities
for learning can be modeled and supported by parents and teachers
(Bronson & Merryman, 2013). Parents and teachers can help children
interpret losses or setbacks as important opportunities to receive
feedback and critique, to benchmark their progress in the talent area, to
learn from peers, to find mentors, to acquire knowledge about
educational paths towards careers, and to set new personal goals for
learning and future development.

Parents and teachers can help children regulate emotions in the service
of talent development activities. They can work with children to acquire
strategies to manage performance anxiety, fears about competition, self-
doubt, and moods, thereby helping children to complete homework,
pursue independent projects, and engage in necessary practice and study
(Neihart, 2008). Children need to learn to persevere through day-to-day
challenges such as completing an advanced course or participating in a
science competition, and to see completing these tasks as necessary steps
toward the achievement of longer-term educational and career goals
(Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews & Kelly, 2007). Parents and teachers can
help students by making explicit the possible paths towards their future
achievement goals and the critical milestones along the way.

Transforming competence into expertise

In the second stage—competence to expertise—the same processes from
Stage 1 continue to play a role (see Table 1), but with greater intensity
(Sosniak, 1985c, 1985d). The talented youth has to make a decision, (in
the most fortunate circumstances) in conjunction with the family, that she
is intending to pursue this talent domain. Once that decision is made,
unless parents are also expert in the domain and actively involved in
teaching the youth, parents’ role changes from merely being supportive
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to arranging the environment to facilitate the youth’s talent development
activities. At this stage, the family’s activities revolve around the schedule
of the talented student (Sosniak, 1985a). Parents seek out the best
teachers/coaches and arrange their work and home schedules and the
schedules of siblings to allow the talented youth to participate in lessons,
competitions, and other talent development activities. Additionally,
talented youth have to curtail their activities, sacrificing other activities
that they participate in and enjoy to devote additional time to the talent
domain (Sosniak, 1985a, 1985b, 1985c).

Teachers

The teachers at this stage are also playing a different role. In addition to
being adept at developing technique in their charges, they are also aware
of the ways in which the talented youth need to engage in the talent
domain. They possess knowledge of competitions and activities that the
youth should participate in; they facilitate introductions to peer groups
and important gatekeepers in the field; and they model appropriate self-
promotion and social skills to help their talented charges navigate an
increasingly sophisticated world. 

In their interactions with their students, teachers have to walk a fine
line. On the one hand, they provide explicit instruction in the talent
domain—facilitating the development and refinement of skills that the
youth must master to move ahead. On the other hand, they foster a
growing sense of autonomy in their charges, encouraging them to begin
to conduct self-assessments of strengths and weaknesses. As the student
gains more expertise, the teacher also needs to allow him to challenge
suggestions more and provide suggestions of his own, fostering a growing
sense of independence and confidence in his own judgment. Both
teachers and parents still need to be acutely aware of inevitable
performance plateaus and be appropriately supportive when necessary. 

Psychosocial skills

In addition to the growing skill in the talent domain, which rests in part
on the talented individual’s task commitment in the domain, psychosocial
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factors begin to play an increasingly important role. The development of
expertise requires long hours of work—study or dedicated practice—that
may be repetitive, but necessary for mastery of sophisticated skill sets.
Thus, self-regulation and delay of gratification are crucial at this point,
alongside a sense of personal enjoyment from engagement in domain-
specific activities. At this stage talented youth begin identifying with the
domain and thinking of themselves as a member of that domain of
talent—chemist, singer, golfer, sculptor, or scientist. 

As the youth is now engaging on the same playing field with other
talented youth, they will inevitably run into some psychological
headwinds. This could include encountering others who seem to be more
talented or who scored higher in a competition. Emotional control is
important at this point, as is a growth mindset and an acknowledgement
that there are others who may be better than you at this moment in time.
Individuals who are successful use these situations as motivators to
facilitate moving to the next level rather than as obstacles that can never
be overcome. It is also critical that talented individuals recognize when
they need to access their support systems, and recognize which support
system is the right one to cope with the particular concern. Should I turn
to my coach to work out a strategy for improving my performance or do
I need some encouragement from parents and friends? 

The end result of this stage is an individual who has a strong sense of
their expertise in a domain. These youth are recognized as experts, are
committed to their craft in terms of dedicated practice, are connected to
others who can provide assistance when necessary, have a strong set of
coping skills, and are able to handle the challenges and the setbacks with
aplomb. With this commitment and the appropriate set of circumstances,
including luck, they may be poised to move to the next stage,
transforming their expertise into eminence. 

Transforming expertise into eminence

With opportunity and expenditure of effort many talented individuals can
achieve expertise, and such experts serve important societal needs in
every realm. Yet some talented individuals also strive beyond expertise
to alter the world they live in by applying their talent and creativity
through commitment and sheer will. These and other psychosocial skills
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play an essential role in achieving path breaking success in a domain,
beyond ability, opportunity, effort, and deliberate practice (Subotnik et
al., 2011; Olszewski-Kubilius, Subotnik, & Worrell, in press). In this
section, we discuss how teachers, mentors, and coaches engage with
gifted individuals to enhance and promote psychosocial skills in the
pursuit of eminent level ideas or performances. Parental roles in talent
development are diminished at this point, but it is worth noting that in
fields with low pay or ones that require long periods of training, parents
can provide financial support if necessary, and if they are able to. Over
time, gifted individuals take more and more responsibility for their own
development, yet benefit from supportive others who care about them as
people and as potential contributors to a field. 

In healthy transitions to the final stage of talent development, teachers,
mentors, and coaches often transform their relationships with former
protégés to that of less experienced peers. Mentors recognize that the
talented individuals they are engaged with have worked diligently on
their strengths and weaknesses, and at this point it is most important to
capitalize on their strengths and find “workarounds” for some of their
weaknesses. They also recognize that while talented individuals may have
ups and downs in response to feedback or self-generated challenges,
producers or performers are responsible for keeping themselves
motivated and prioritizing their work over other commitments when
appropriate. 

In order to keep going, the talented individual must experience some
degree of sheer pleasure in the flow and joy of the creative process. Yet
no matter how intrinsically motivated, everyone needs the recognition
and financial independence that can free one to pursue creative work,
which requires getting the work into public view. Performers vary from
producers in this case as the former tend to recruit agents to assist with
these tasks whereas producers are less likely to be availed of those kinds
of services. 

The main challenge of this stage of talent development is to break out
from the constraints of given knowledge and skill to establish a personal
vision or unique creative niche. This departure can mean a greater
reliance on intuition, developed as a result of deep immersion in a
domain and guidance from mentors on the values and tastes associated
with generating creative work. At the same time, challenging the
established ways or truths of a domain can be daunting psychologically.
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Not only does one risk losing supporters and colleagues, but also there
is no guarantee that the new ideas will work as planned. 

One under researched factor that comes to the fore at this time is
charisma (Huang & Lin, 2014; Joosse, 2014; Xenikou, 2014). Like abilities,
charisma appears to have some personality components that are less
teachable than other psychosocial skills like persistence ( Jarvin &
Subotnik, 2010). Everyone can learn to be more charismatic, but very few
are able to engage others powerfully with their personality. Charisma can
be especially useful in cultivating supporters and patrons. 

Whether one is charismatic or not, blowback from challenging the
status quo calls for great social skill in networking and negotiating
difficult relationships and negative campaigns. Talented individuals must
exude confidence in their actions (even if it is not really felt) to inspire
confidence on the part of others in the work (Jarvin & Subotnik, 2010).
They also must gracefully handle critique and criticism whether or not
the critiques are constructive. Experts transitioning to eminence channel
wisdom, psychosocial skills coaching, and insider knowledge learned
from mentors, as well as confidence in their intuition to generate new,
better, or more beautiful ideas or performances. 

Summary

The movement from ability to expertise and beyond is a developmental
process. Each person begins the process with different levels of domain
specific ability and those who have real promise, talent development
opportunities, and psychological fortitude will have the highest likelihood
of fulfilling their potential.. Talent in various domains has been shown to
start at different ages, whether because of physiological requirements,
emotional maturity, or traditional exposure to the material. This chapter
focuses on a driving force in this developmental process — psychosocial
skill development and enhancement. Like abilities, these skills are malleable,
and can be actively and deliberately promoted by parents, teachers, coaches
and mentors through the provision of challenging programming, direct
teaching and feedback, and emotional support. The result of such support
would be that more of the young people we work with in gifted education
could capitalize on their talent and opportunities to reach the highest levels
of achievement and creative productivity they desire.
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