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Chapter 25

Understanding Suicidal Behavior of Gifted Students: Theory,
Factors, and Cultural Expectations

Laurie A. Hyatt and Tracy L. Cross

Abstract The dramatic increase in the rate of youth
suicide in the United States, including suicide among
gifted adolescents, emphasizes the need for more re-
search in this area. The literature on suicide among
gifted adolescents is examined following a review of
the literature on the incidence and causes of suicide
in the general population. The literature on the possi-
ble vulnerability to suicide among gifted adolescents is
explored through a focus on the social and emotional
issues faced by gifted adolescent males and females.
An examination of the literature on the proneness of
gifted adolescents to suicide highlights the difficulties
in obtaining conclusive results. More research on the
possible correlations between the unique difficulties
experienced by gifted youth and a propensity for sui-
cide is needed.

Keywords Suicide · Suicide rates · Gifted · Gifted
adolescents · Proneness to suicide · Vulnerability to
suicide · Theories of suicide

Introduction

Suicide has been a focus of research for sociol-
ogists, psychologists, educators, and others who
have been interested in the incidence and etiology
of this self-destructive act. The French sociologist,
Emile Durkheim, drew attention to suicide when he
quantified demographic data among populations in his
book, Le Suicide (1897, 1951). Quantitative research
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on suicide has included statistics on the incidence of
suicide completions, including the numbers of suicide
completions in the United States by age group per
year (National Center for Health Statistics, 2006).
Specific demographic data concerning methods,
seasonal occurrence, and the most frequent time of
day that suicide has occurred in the United States
have been documented (Berman & Jobes, 1991). The
dramatically increasing suicide rate among the young
in the United States, as noted by some researchers
(Cross, Gust-Brey, & Ball, 2002; Delisle, 1986), has
brought the topic to the forefront of the American
public’s awareness again.

In addition to interest in demographic and statistical
data, the search for causes of suicide has led some
researchers to develop multicausal theories (Shneid-
man, 1985: Stillion & McDowell, 1996). Individual
factors such as anger (Dixon & Scheckel, 1996), per-
fectionism (Delisle, 1986), and social isolation (Kaiser
& Berndt, 1985) have been noted. Other possible
influences on the increasing rate of suicide among
the young include negative effects of media such as
television and video games (Irwin & Gross, 1995;
Mishara, 1999).

Noting that exceptionally talented young people
seem to have unique social and emotional issues
and needs, some researchers have analyzed surveys
and interview data in order to understand the par-
ticular challenges of gifted adolescents (Kerr, 1994;
Lovecky, 1993; Roeper, 1995). Whether or not gifted
individuals are more prone to complete suicide than
those of average abilities has been another area of
interest (Delisle, 1986; Kerr, 1991; Neihart, 1998).
Research studies have not resulted in a deep under-
standing of the motivating factors in suicide among
gifted adolescents (Gust-Brey & Cross, 1998).
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We begin this chapter with a review of the liter-
ature on suicide in the general population, including
statistical data on rates of suicide and literature con-
cerning the causes of suicide, including two currently
recognized multicausal theories. Next, an overview of
the research concerning the social and emotional chal-
lenges faced by gifted adolescents is included because
it seems that an inability to meet those challenges has,
in some cases, led to suicide. Finally, literature address-
ing the question of proneness to suicide among gifted
young people will be reviewed as few studies have ad-
dressed these particular vulnerabilities of gifted ado-
lescents.

Suicide in the General Population

Demographic and Statistical Data

Most of the research that has been conducted on
suicide in the United States has dealt with generalized
concerns about suicide. Journals such as Suicide and
Life Threatening Behavior and associations such
asThe American Association of Suicidology have been
created in response to a concern about the incidence
of suicide. Suicide among adolescents has been a
rather recent concern. Much research has addressed
the dramatically increasing suicide rate among the
young, but few have focused their research on the
possible reasons that might explain why young people
take their lives. No studies were found that could give
conclusive evidence that would lead to prediction and
prevention.

In 2004, the most recent year for which final data
were available, suicide was the third leading cause of
death for those aged 15–24 years (following uninten-
tional injuries and homicide), and the sixth leading
cause of death for those aged 5–14 years (National
Center for Health Statistics, 2006). Although the av-
erage rate of suicide has remained fairly stable since
1955 (10–12/100,000), the suicide rate in the younger
age groups has tripled (Dixon & Scheckel, 1996; Jami-
son, 1999). Even more alarming is the possibility that
many reported “accidents” might have, in fact, been
suicides that were not reported as such for personal
or insurance reasons (Dixon & Scheckel, 1996; Pfef-
fer, 1986). At least 10% of young people attempt sui-

cide (Dixon & Scheckel, 1996; National Center for
Health Statistics, 2006). Teens attempt suicide 10 times
more frequently than adults (Maine, Shute, & Mar-
tin, 2001). There were 31,484 deaths by suicide in 2003
and 32,439 deaths by suicide in 2004 in the United
States for all age groups combined (National Center
for Health Statistics, 2006).

The statistical data that are available through the na-
tional records on vital statistics validate the concern
about suicide rates among the young. For example,
of the 32,439 completed suicides in the United States
in 2004, those among young people aged 5–14 years
numbered 285 and completed suicides among young
people aged 15–24 years numbered 4,319 (National
Center for Health Statistics, 2006). Obtaining statistics
on adolescent suicide was more difficult prior to 1995
because the records were compiled in the age ranges of
5–14 and 15–24 years rather than by specific chrono-
logical ages by year or even in 10-year increments.
New tables are beginning to list the age ranges 15–19
and 20–24 years as well as the previous 15–24 years.
This change will make it easier to figure suicide rates
during adolescence, a period which is usually thought
to include ages 10–19 years.

When completed suicides were viewed along a dis-
tribution of school levels at the time of the completion
of suicide, 3% occurred while in elementary school,
11% while in secondary school, and 17% while in
college (Maine, Shute, & Martin, 2001). Ten percent
of “normal” children, or children with no psychiatric
diagnosis such as major depression, report suicidal
ideation, according to Pfeffer (1986). Two studies of
American high school students confirmed that suici-
dal ideation was not uncommon. More than 15% of
New York high school students reported that they had
“thought about killing themselves” and 20% of Oregon
high school students also described suicidal ideation
(Jamison, 1999).

Looking at US statistics, we can examine the
suicide rate by race and gender in addition to age.
In 2004, White males had the highest suicide rate
(19.6/100,000), followed by American Indians
and Alaskan natives (12.9/100,000), Black males
(9.0/100,000), Asian/Pacific islanders (5.6/100,000),
and Hispanics (5.3/100,000) (National Center for
Health Statistics, 2006). There was an increase in
the rate of suicide among Black males aged 15–24
years from 4.9/100,000 in 1950 to 14.2/100,000 in
2000 (Maris, Berman, & Silverman, 2000; National
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Center for Health Statistics, 2004). American males
exceed females by four to one in suicide completions,
although females make more nonlethal attempts, often
by taking an overdose of barbiturates (Maris, Berman,
& Silverman, 2000). More males complete suicide
largely because they use more lethal means, such
as firearms. Guns were used in 51.6% of completed
suicides in the United States in 2004, followed by
22.6% by suffocation/hanging, 17% by poisoning,
1.8% by cutting, and 11.1% by drowning (National
Center for Health Statistics, 2006).

There was a 240% increase in the rate of sui-
cide among young people from 1955 to 1995 (see
Table 25.1).

This table is a compilation that we made from many
lists of mortality statistics available online from the
National Center for Health Statistics. After a slight
decline in 1999, suicide rates among the young have
oscillated between 0.6 and 0.7 per 100,000 population.
The rate among ages 5–14, 15–24, 25–34 years, and,
to a degree, 35–44 years rose through 1995, while the
rates for those over age 45 years decreased. Younger
children are completing suicide at unacceptably
high rates. Many have noted the increased rate of
suicide among adolescents (Dixon & Scheckel, 1996;
Jamison, 1999; Gust-Bey & Cross, 1998; Maris,
Berman, & Silverman, 2000). The reasons for the
changes and the effectiveness of prevention strategies
were unclear (National Center for Health Statistics,
2004).

Suicides in the United States have occurred most
often in the spring in the months of March, April,
May, and June. Suicides were usually completed on
Mondays and least often on the weekends (Berman &
Jobes, 1991). They have usually occurred in the late af-
ternoon or evening. The home has been the site of most
suicides (National Center for Health Statistics, 2006;
Berman & Jobes, 1991).

Literature on the Causes and Warning
Signs of Suicide

Emile Durkheim, a French sociologist, pointed out that
suicide must be considered in cultural and historical
contexts (Durkheim, 1897/1951). Rather than viewing
suicide as a sin or as something either to be revered
or judged, Durkheim noted the differences in rates of
suicides in many cultures and countries and attempted
to provide explanations for those differences. His con-
clusion was that suicide occurs more frequently in so-
cieties where people feel isolated, alone, and with no
sense of community.

Others have posited alternative reasons for the in-
crease in suicide rates among the young. Lester (1999)
stated that adolescents have “no meaningful rites of
passage and few wise elders or mentors to shepherd
them” (p. 587). Hopelessness, sadness, and anger
might be felt by many due to family conflicts and a

Table 25.1 Rates of suicide in the United States per 100,000 population

Age range

Year 5–14 15–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 55–64 65–74 75–84 85+ All ages

1955 0.1 4.1 8.4 12.3 19.6 24.8 25.0 27.5 27.9 10.2
1965 0.3 6.2 12.2 16.7 20.9 23.7 21.2 24.7 24.2 11.1
1975 0.4 11.7 16.1 17.4 20.1 19.8 19.6 19.7 18.6 12.6
1985 0.8 12.8 15.3 14.6 15.7 16.8 18.7 23.9 19.4 12.4
1995 0.9 13.3 15.4 15.2 14.6 13.3 15.8 20.7 21.6 11.9
1996 0.8 12.0 14.5 15.5 14.9 13.7 15.0 20.0 20.2 11.6
1997 0.8 11.4 14.3 15.3 14.7 13.5 14.4 19.3 20.8 11.4
1998 0.8 11.1 13.8 15.4 14.8 13.1 14.1 19.7 21.0 11.3
1999 0.6 10.3 13.5 14.4 14.2 12.4 13.6 18.3 19.2 10.7
2000 0.7 10.2 13.4 14.5 14.4 12.1 12.5 17.6 19.6 10.7
2001 0.7 9.9 12.8 14.7 15.2 13.1 13.3 17.4 17.5 10.8
2002 0.6 9.9 12.6 15.3 15.7 13.6 13.5 17.7 18.0 11.0
2003 0.6 9.7 12.7 14.9 15.9 13.8 12.7 16.4 16.9 10.8
2004 0.7 10.4 12.7 15.1 16.6 13.8 12.3 16.3 16.4 11.1

We created this table based on an analysis of the material in the Mortality Database of the National Center for Health Statistics (2004).
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higher rate of divorce with its loyalty issues (Dixon &
Scheckel, 1996). Increasing external or self-imposed
pressure to perform well may create perfectionism,
which sometimes results in a fear of failure and a
sense of guilt (Lester, 1999). Some young people feel
socially isolated, partly because they prefer solitary or
single-friend activities to group activities and partly
because no one seems to understand their concerns
and values in a world that is increasingly materialistic
and violent (Lester, 1999; Torrance & Sisk, 1997).

Bullying has become recognized as a contributing
factor in some suicides (Hazler & Denham, 2002;
Ross, 1996). The bullying issue came to the attention
of the American public after the 1999 school shooting
at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado.
The two young males who murdered classmates
and killed themselves complained of being bullied
and feeling alienated from others. As Hazler and
Denham (2002) noted, “Peer-on-peer abuse has
been recognized as a precursor to potential youth
suicides. . .” (p. 403).

Exposure to the violence seen on television, even
during the earlier hours when children are usually
watching, has been a concern for years. A study by
Mishara (1999), however, focused on how young
children learn about suicide. Interviews with children
in grades 1–5 were conducted. The responses showed
that by the third grade, most of the 65 children in the
study had “an elaborate understanding of suicide”
(p. 105). Mishara stated, “Children learn about suicide
from television and discussions with other children,
but they rarely discuss suicide with adults” (1999,
p. 105). Some young males who have completed sui-
cide have been interested in music, books, movies, or
video games with “dark themes” or asocial characters
(Cross, Cook, & Dixon, 1996; Delisle, 1986).

Recently, more research has been focused on vio-
lent video games (Irwin & Gross, 1995; Griffiths &
Hunt, 1998). Video games came on the market around
1972 and have become a multibillion dollar indus-
try. On March 21, 2000, the US Senate Committee
on Commerce, Science, and Transportation conducted
a “Hearing on the Impact of Interactive Violence on
Children.” At the hearings, David Walsh, Ph.D., the
President of the National Institute on Media and the
Family, gave testimony entitled “Interactive Violence
and Children” (Walsh, 2001). Lt. Colonel Dave Gross-
man, a former professor of psychology at the Univer-
sity of Arkansas, a professor at West Point, a former

Army Ranger and the author of On Killing: The Psy-
chological Cost of Learning to Kill in War and Soci-
ety (Grossman, 1996) testified that video games such
as Doom, a favorite of the two young men who killed
others and themselves at Columbine High School, are
similar to simulators used by the military to condition
soldiers to kill.

Factors that seem to correlate with or be associated
with suicide may, according to some, serve as warn-
ing signs. A family history of suicide, an experience
of loss, and a family environment marked by conflict-
ual relationships or poor communication also seem to
contribute to a higher risk (Ayyash-Abdo, 2002). An-
other correlate may be extreme introversion that leads
to social isolation (Kaiser & Berndt, 1985). A sudden
decrease in academic performance or sudden mood or
behavioral changes may be warnings of potential sui-
cide (Lajoie & Shore, 1981).

Two Recent Theories of Suicide

The Suicide Trajectory Model

The complexity and multicausal nature of suicide was
emphasized in the suicide trajectory model, which first
appeared in the book, Suicide Across the Life Span
(Stillion, McDowell, & May, 1989). Graphic represen-
tations of the model depict the four major sources of
risk factors (biological, psychological, cognitive, and
environmental) as contributors to suicidal ideation (see
Table 25.2). Table 25.2 is the authors’ graphic repre-
sentation of the ideas in Stillion and McDowell, not an
actual table in the book.

The researchers looked at the cultural and histori-
cal influences on human behavior as well, noting that
today’s young people have been exposed to violence
and to suicide through the media to a far greater extent
than the Boomer generation, for example. In addition,
they looked at oscillating cultural and religious views
across generations. An important observation was that
some factors interact with each other which increases
the risk. For example, when an individual is biologi-
cally predisposed for depression and is in an environ-
ment with a great deal of relationship conflict, loyalty
issues, and discord, the interaction of those factors is
more powerful than one factor alone.
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Table 25.2 The suicide trajectory model risk factors

Biological Psychological Cognitive Environmental

Genetic bases Depressed mood Level of cognition Family discord
Brain functioning Poor self-concept, poor

self-esteem
Negative self-talk Negative life events, es-

pecially loss
Gender–male Lack of coping strategies Rigidity of thought Availability of firearms

Existential questions

We prepared this table as a graphic representation of the ideas of Stillion and McDowell (1996) to
clarify the specific risk factors under each of the four main areas of influence.

Biological risk factors include genetic predisposi-
tion and the decreased flow of the neurotransmitter,
serotonin, which elevates mood. Also, the fact that in
most countries males complete suicide three to four
times more frequently than females puts males at a
higher risk. In addition to being more aggressive, in
general, than females, males are expected in our society
to meet certain stereotypical expectations through their
behavior, such as playing sports and achieving material
success.

Psychologically, the most important risk factor, ac-
cording to the authors, is a feeling of hopelessness
which, when combined with feelings of helplessness,
increases the suicide risk. Those who admit to suicidal
ideation also seemed to judge themselves harshly and
often labeled themselves negatively with words such as
“failure.” A lack of effective coping strategies put an
individual at great risk for developing symptoms of de-
pression, which has often been associated with suicide.
Another apparent commonality of those who develop
suicidal ideation is existential angst, according to this
theory.

All humans are influenced by their environment,
which can be looked at in various levels of systems,
from the family of origin to the neighborhood to the
region of the country to the country in which one lives.
A family environment that is marked by negativity,
loyalty issues, and poor communication is not fertile
ground for a healthy developing mind. Negative life
events, such as the loss of a loved one through death
or rejection, can add to the stresses that affect a per-
son’s well-being. Also, since firearms are used in most
suicides in the United States, the availability of these
potentially lethal weapons has contributed to the risk
of suicide.

Stillion and McDowell followed up with a second
edition of their book, Suicide Across the Life Span,
in 1996 in order to expand on the applicability of the
suicide trajectory model. In summation, the suicide
trajectory model is an inclusive paradigm which

considers the biological, psychological, cognitive,
and environmental factors, the possible interactions of
these factors, and the cultural and historical context in
which an individual has lived.

Shneidman’s Theory

In his book, Definition of Suicide (Shneidman, 1985),
Shneidman discussed ten characteristics of suicide,
which he divided into six categories:

Situational aspects

1. The common stimulus in suicide is unendurable
psychological pain.

2. The common stressor in suicide is frustrated psy-
chological needs.

Willing and striving (conation)

3. The common purpose of suicide is to seek a solu-
tion.

4. The common goal of suicide is cessation of con-
sciousness.

Affective aspects

5. The common emotion in suicide is hopelessness–
helplessness.

6. The common internal attitude toward suicide is am-
bivalence.

Cognitive aspects

7. The common cognitive state in suicide is constric-
tion.

Relational aspects

8. The common interpersonal act in suicide is commu-
nication of intention.

9. The common action in suicide is egression.
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Serial aspects

10. The common consistency in suicide is with lifelong
coping patterns.

Situational aspects include the desire to escape a sit-
uation in which unbearable psychological pain is being
experienced and in which basic psychological needs
are not being met. Shneidman (1993) noted that the
term unendurable is an evaluation of a situation. In
other words, what one person considers “unendurable”
might be considered relatively unimportant or certainly
bearable by another. Some examples of psychological
needs would include the need not to be humiliated,
shamed, blamed, or criticized and the need to feel a
sense of accomplishment and a sense of connectedness
or relatedness.

The conative aspects of suicide, according to Shnei-
dman (1993), include the purpose of suicide and the
achievement of cessation of consciousness. As Shnei-
dman pointed out, suicide is purposeful. It serves as
the solution to a perceived problem or problems or
as a resolution to an issue or an answer to a ques-
tion. Also, suicide serves as an escape from unbearable
stress.

Feelings of hopelessness and helplessness and an at-
titude of ambivalence comprise the affective dimension
of suicide. When one feels as if there is no hope that life
circumstances will improve and that one is helpless to
effect a change, the risk of suicide is greatly magni-
fied. Shneidman thought that those who take their lives
want to die on the one hand and want to be rescued
on the other. He referred to Freud’s ideas concerning
the life instinct and the death wish and the struggle be-
tween the id and the superego. Both can be experienced
at once.

Constriction, or narrowed thinking, is the primary
factor operating in the thinking processes of someone
who is suicidal, according to Shneidman (1993). The
inability to perceive many options to solve problems,
for example, might result in thinking that taking one’s
life is the only solution.

Relational factors of suicide include intentions
to communicate by actions, including the suicide
itself, and in a relatively small percentage of cases,
also through a suicide note. Many times a person
who is contemplating suicide gives cues or warnings
in an attempt to relate the intention to complete
suicide. The action of leaving, departing, or escap-
ing relationships, whether with family members,

friends, or coworkers, communicates something about
the person.

Shneidman (1985) also concluded that suicide is the
culmination of a lifelong pattern of coping strategies,
albeit ineffective, for survival. When Shneidman accu-
rately guessed 5of the first 6 of 30 suicides among the
“Terman Kids” (Terman, 1925) he said that the clues
that he examined which helped him to guess those who
eventually completed suicide were largely connected
to patterns of reacting to perceived threats, losses, and
failures (Shneidman, 1996).

Shneidman’s theory is also a multifaceted approach
to delineating risk factors for suicide with the aim of
prediction and prevention. Similar to the suicide tra-
jectory model, many factors were considered and also
lifelong patterns were studied. This is also a rather
comprehensive paradigm for theorizing about the eti-
ology of suicide. A person’s level of perturbation and
lethality must also be considered when assessing sui-
cide risk, according to Shneidman (1996). How per-
turbed one gets in response to life events and how dan-
gerous a person is to himself or herself must also be
taken into account.

In terms of explaining the factors that contribute to
suicide, both theories’ broad approaches make them
powerful paradigms. They both look at developmen-
tal patterns. Shneidman’s theory seemed to focus more
on the role of motivational factors and temperament
when he discussed the need to escape pain, for ex-
ample, and the degree to which an individual can be-
come perturbed about a certain situation. He made it
clear that different people respond to the same situa-
tion in different ways. This certainly adds to the ex-
planatory power of the theory. Stillion and McDow-
ell (1996) also emphasized that a person’s responses to
life events, be it stoicism or rage, depend, to a degree,
on the political and economic climate in which they
were raised.

Complementing these two broad theories with more
in-depth case studies would add much to the body of
knowledge about suicide and to the ability to be able to
predict and to prevent suicide. Shneidman (1996) men-
tioned this need as he alluded to cases in which peo-
ple who attempted suicide but did not complete and
lived to be interviewed later recounted what they were
thinking and what goals they were attempting to ac-
complish. Also, emphasis on possible systemic as well
as individual changes would be powerful additions to
the research. The explanatory power of a theory or
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model of suicide is determined by its catalyzing ef-
fect on individual and systemic changes that promote
well-being and resilience. For example, Freud’s the-
ory that talking with people about their problems could
help alleviate symptoms such as depression or hysteria
served as a catalyst for the popularity and success of
“talk therapy.”

Proneness to Suicide Among Gifted
Youth

Social and Emotional Issues and
Challenges of Gifted Adolescents

Being different is painful. (Balto, character in the movie,
Balto II, Ross, 2002)

An area of research that is related to suicide among
gifted adolescents centered on the social and emotional
issues and challenges faced by gifted children and ado-
lescents (Coleman & Cross, 2005; Cross, 1996). Gifted
adolescents seem to have some unique emotional needs
and issues due to the fact that they are different. In
this section, the literature concerning some of the is-
sues and challenges of being gifted and adolescent will
be reviewed. After reviewing the literature pertaining
to the social and emotional issues which seem to be
faced by gifted adolescents regardless of gender, the
needs and challenges associated with being adolescent,
gifted, and male will be discussed, followed by a dis-
cussion of the needs and challenges associated with be-
ing adolescent, gifted, and female.

Many researchers have stated that being both
adolescent and gifted has often resulted in a unique
set of problems and that the social and emotional
issues and challenges are in some ways quite difficult
(Buescher, 1985; Delisle, 1992; Hollingworth, 1931;
Roeper, 1995). For example, Buescher (1985) com-
mented, “In many ways, though, being both gifted and
adolescent means learning to understand and cope with
a unique set of developmental circumstances that can
reach beyond the normal dimensions of adolescence”
(p. 11). He went on to add that adolescents between
the ages of 11 and 15 years “seem to be particularly
vulnerable to the confusion and misinterpretation
precipitated by their outstanding abilities” (p. 11).

Gifted adolescents may be more vulnerable to the
pressures of establishing a sense of identity and estab-
lishing meaningful relationships (Hollingworth, 1942;
Torrance, 1962). Hollingworth addressed the social and
emotional issues of being gifted when she noted that
gifted adolescents may have “the intelligence of an
adult and the emotions of a child” (Hollingworth, 1942,
p. 282).

Difficulties can result from the unique perceptions
and experiences of being gifted. The theme of An-
nemarie Roeper’s paper about The Emotional World
of Gifted Children presented at the National Associa-
tion of Gifted Children annual conference in 2003 was
that there were unique social and emotional difficulties
faced by the gifted child. She expanded on some of the
points that she had addressed in 1995 which included,
“Gifted children’s thoughts and emotions differ from
those of other children and, as a result, they perceive
and react to their world differently” (Roeper, 1995,
p. 74).

When identifying some of the critical dynamics
of being adolescent and gifted, it becomes important
to realize that the social and emotional issues and
challenges are related to cultural values and to histor-
ical context (Buescher, 1985; Cross, 2004). In many
cases, a young person’s experiences in today’s schools
are painful. Addressing the dynamics involved in the
school shootings at Columbine High School in 1999,
Cross noted, “The lessons we should have learned
were that our children’s experiences in high school
(middle and elementary school) cause them to suffer”
(Cross, 2004, p. 111). Many of the issues that affect
both males and females include establishing a sense
of identity and forming supportive and meaningful
relationships. When you are adolescent and gifted,
however, these are very difficult social and emotional
challenges. As the movie character, Balto, sorrowfully
stated in reference to his daughter, who was a gifted
leader, “Being different is painful” (Ross, 2002).

Some of the social and emotional issues and
challenges associated with being adolescent and
gifted include boredom (Gross, 2004; Hébert &
Speirs Neumeister, 2002; Kerr & Cohn, 2001),
establishing a sense of identity and a positive self-
concept (Dixon, 1998; Gross, 1998; Hébert, 2000a;
Kline & Short, 1991), perfectionistic tendencies
(Buescher, 1985; Delisle, 1986; Spiers Neumeis-
ter, 2004), heightened sensitivity and intensity
(Dabrowski, 1976; Silverman, 1994; Lovecky, 1993),
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and advanced moral development and global con-
cerns (Roeper, 1995; Cross, 2004; Hébert & Speirs
Neumeister, 2002). Many gifted adolescents expe-
rience discouragement, hopelessness, insecurity, a
sense of meaninglessness, and eventual suppressed
feelings (Kerr & Cohn, 2001; Kline & Short, 1991;
Roeper, 1995).

Social and Emotional Issues Common
to Both Genders

Boredom and Frustration

In 1942, Hollingworth remarked, “In the ordinary
elementary school situation, children with an IQ of
140 waste half their time. Those with an IQ above 170
waste practically all their time. With little to do, how
can these children develop power of sustained effort,
respect for the task, or habits of steady work?” (p. 299).
Young people report being bored and frustrated in
school with content that is not challenging or relevant
(Egan, 1998). Discussing the plight of a gifted male
who was in a heterogeneous classroom, Gross (2004)
remarked, “Requiring Ian to undertake all his school
work with age peers of average ability was rather like
requiring a child of average intelligence to spend six
hours a day, five days a week, interacting solely with
children who were profoundly intellectually disabled”
(p. 4).

When Kerr was an adolescent, the Russians sent
Sputnik into space, and, as a result, the United States
began to single out gifted young people for advanced
educational opportunities. Kerr was in a gifted cohort
which included 17 males. She and Tom Anderson,
a graduate student in counseling psychology, in-
terviewed most of the group members as adults to
collect data about their school experiences. They
were able to directly interview 13 of the original
17, obtained secondhand information about three,
and were not able to locate a young man who was
a creative artist while in school. At the time of the
follow-up, participants were about 50 years of age.
All responded to interview questions by stating that
they had been bored in school and that relation-
ships were awkward or painful (and still were, in
many cases). One man would have liked to have
had exposure to subjects other than English, French,

math, and the other academic subjects included for
the cohort. He asked, “Why didn’t we get any shop
classes?” Curriculum was determined by the school
system, with little or no input from the students
concerning their individual interests. Kerr and Cohn
noted that the gifted males were “bored in school,
socially awkward, and somehow disconnected from
others at a young age” (Kerr & Cohn, 2001). Gifted
adolescents are intensely fascinated with learning
(Lovecky, 1993). In their 2002 article, Hébert and
Speirs Neumeister noted the frustration and boredom
experienced by bright young students. They suggested
that gifted students could relate to the characters
in films such as October Sky, and their feelings of
frustration could be validated as they relate to the
boys in the movie. Utilizing guided reading can
also facilitate a validation of thoughts and feelings
that the gifted adolescent feels are experienced
by no one but himself or herself (Halstead, 2002;
Hébert, 1991). For some gifted adolescents, it is
only in books that they find like-minded characters
(Halstead, 2002).

Julian Stanley was successful in being a catalyst for
grade-skipping for many young gifted students (Stan-
ley, 2000). He helped seventh graders, for example,
go directly into college. Since Stanley passed away,
programs that he began, such as the Talent Identifica-
tion Program, continue to accelerate the pace and en-
rich the curriculum of learning for bright young minds.
One of his favorite stories involved a middle school
male who was not allowed into an algebra I class due
to his age. Stanley encouraged the teacher to at least
let the boy take a test to see if he could solve the
problems. When the boy made 100% on the test, the
teacher invited the student into the class, at which point
the student declined, asking why he would want to
take a class on material that he already knew (Stanley,
2004).

Perfectionism

Many researchers have studied the negative effects
of perfectionism (Hill, 1995; Kerr & Cohn, 2001;
Roeper, 1995; Silverman, 1993; Spiers Neumeis-
ter, 2004).While striving for perfection would seem an
admirable trait, for gifted adolescents perceived failure
can lead to guilt, depression, anxiety, and even suicide
(Hayes & Sloat, 1990). Many gifted adolescents do
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not give themselves permission to be less than perfect
(Alvino, 1991). Roeper said, “These children carry
an enormous burden of imagined responsibility way
beyond their years” (1995, p. 73). Their emotional
need to be perfect is, of course, unrealistic, she
added. When the prodigy Brandenn Bremmer was
asked about his giftedness in an interview in 2004,
less than a year before taking his life at age 14, he
responded, “America is a society that demands perfec-
tion.” The interviewer noted that “it was interesting
that I had asked him about giftedness, but the word
perfection was foremost in his mind” (Quart, 2006,
p. 142).

Spiers Neumeister (2002) categorized perfec-
tionism into two categories: socially prescribed and
self-oriented. Those with socially prescribed perfec-
tionism are concerned with the expectations of others.
They evaluate their self-worth according to perceived
external standards which they are expected to meet.
Those with self-oriented perfectionism are motivated
from within to reach self-imposed high standards. She
explored the anxiety and learned helplessness associ-
ated with expecting more of yourself than is humanly
possible. She interviewed extensively and also did her
own soul-searching concerning the roots of perfection-
ism. Her findings included many factors that seemed
to contribute to the participants’ socially prescribed
perfectionistic tendencies including early awareness
of intelligence and ability to meet high achievement
standards of perfectionistic parents. Neumeis-
ter noted that students with socially prescribed
perfectionistic tendencies feared failure and the
disappointment of others. The perfectionistic ten-
dencies of those, like herself, with self-oriented
perfectionism, seemed to be linked to individual
personality traits and intrinsic motivation. As Spiers
Neumeister (2002) concluded, perfectionism can
be developed from the messages of others or it
can come from an inner-driven, extreme sense of
responsibility to self and/or others. Delisle (1986)
observed that “a number of gifted students with
records of impeccable academic performance
have been preoccupied with suicidal thoughts. . .”
(p. 64).

When singer Judy Collins was 15 years old, she at-
tempted suicide because of her fear of not being good
enough, of not pleasing her father. Her father asked her
to play the piano at an organized event in Denver. She
related being so terrified that her performance would

not be good enough, that, rather than sharing her fears
with him, she took an overdose of aspirin in a suicide
attempt. He later apologized for being a perfectionist
himself and putting so much pressure on her. However,
she noted that most of her pressure was self-imposed
(Collins, 2003).

Sensitivity and Intensity

Researchers have addressed the apparent heightened
emotional and moral sensitivity experienced by gifted
youth (Cross, Cook, & Dixon, 1996; Dabrowski, 1964;
Hébert, 2002; Nelson, 1989; Runco, 1998; Silver-
man, 1994; Tucker & Hafenstein, 1997). These
characteristics seem to often result in self-criticism
and cynicism (Dabrowski, 1976; Nelson, 1989). A
challenge for sensitive gifted adolescents who expe-
rience life intensely is to find avenues for emotional
expression (Hébert, 2000a). The gifted males in
Hébert’s urban high school study embraced their
sensitivity, which seemed to contribute to the belief
in self. The sensitivities would fit with the emotional
over-excitability in Dabrowski’s theory of positive
disintegration (Dabrowski, 1964). Dabrowski’s over-
excitabilities, explained in his theory of positive
disintegration, have been mentioned by some re-
searchers as being associated with risk of suicide
(Cross, Cook, & Dixon, 1996; Dabrowski, 1964;
Delisle, 1992; Nelson, 1989). As young people evolve
from Level II, in which they look to those outside of
themselves for answers and validation, to Level III,
in which they become more introspective, self-blame
and self-criticism sometimes occur. This may be a
time of increased risk of suicide. Often gifted children
and adolescents feel as if they are too much. They
think too much, talk too much, and feel too much.
Something must be wrong with me, they may conclude
(Roeper, 1995). Life was not easy for the gifted male
described by Lovecky (1993) who “took every fallen
bird into his heart” (p. 37).

Morality, Justice, and Global Concerns

Gifted youth worry about global concerns and expe-
rience existential dread (Ellsworth, 2003; Kerr, 1991;
Nelson, 1989). Issues of social justice and being treated
fairly are important to many gifted adolescents. “Re-
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searchers studying the highly and exceptionally gifted
have noted that these children are frequently found to
have unusually accelerated levels of moral develop-
ment” (Gross, 2004). Gifted children are often wor-
ried about problems in the world such as hunger or war
that other children do not think about (Roeper, 2003).
At the same time, young people feel helpless to effect
change in the world (Hollingworth, 1942). While they
are aware of the devastation of war or hunger, they are
not able to solve global situations. A heightened sense
of responsibility coupled with a heightened awareness
of the troubles in the world produces guilt and depres-
sion. Similarly, gifted children and adolescents have a
deep sense of justice. Being treated unfairly or with in-
sensitivity or witnessing the unfair treatment of others,
while upsetting to most, can be devastating to a gifted
child (Roeper, 2003).

Social Isolation and Being Bullied

Social isolation and feelings of alienation have been
addressed by many researchers (Hazler & Den-
ham, 2002; Hollingworth, 1942; Torrance, 1962). The
tragic results of being different, not fitting in, having
different interests, concerns, and values, dressing
differently, and not meeting the cultural expectations
for normality often include social isolation and
being bullied. Torrance (1962) wrote that “in most
classrooms the child runs a calculated risk every
time he asks an unusual question or advances a new
idea for fear of the ridicule by his classmates and
perhaps his teacher” (p. 74). Being bullied and ha-
rassed is a frequent occurrence for gifted adolescents
(Cross, 2001; Graham, 2003; Gross, 1998; Kerr &
Cohn, 2001). Today, in addition to being bullied at
school, adolescents are bullied online and by cell
phone text messaging, a problem termed cyberbullying
(Belsey, 2005; Willard, 2006).

Paul Graham (2003), author of Why Nerds are
Unpopular, talked of his own experiences with
bullying and harassment as well as his observations
about them. He stated, “For me, the worst stretch
was junior high. . ..Nearly everyone I’ve talked to
agrees” (p. 5). “In our school it was eighth grade,”
he added.

“The difficulty of the gifted child forming friend-
ships is largely a result of the infrequency of persons
who are like minded.” (Hollingworth, 1942, p. 262).

In addition, Hollingworth noted that it is not easy for a
gifted student to “suffer fools gladly.” In an interview
study by Gross (1998), many gifted males responded
that they had difficulty being accepted in school. One
young man stated, “You’ve got to have mates and
there’s nobody round here who’s anything like me,
so they’re all I’ve got. But I don’t know how long
I’m going to be able to keep going” (p. 7). She added
that “the need to escape from such bewilderment,
frustration, and loneliness may become a compelling
force” (p. 7).

The more highly gifted the child, the more likely the
child will experience social isolation. Graham (2003)
noted that “Nerds are unpopular because they’re dis-
tracted. There are other kids who deliberately opt out
because they’re so disgusted with the whole process”
(p. 11). Being smart does not make you an outcast in
elementary school, but it can in middle school and high
school. He began his article by stating that, “in a typ-
ical American secondary school, being smart is likely
to make your life difficult” (p. 1).

Being Brilliant, Studious, and Nonathletic

Attitudes toward academically brilliant students have
been the focus of some interesting studies (Cramond
& Martin, 1987; Drews, 1972; Lee, Cramond, &
Lee, 2004; Tannenbaum, 1962). Tannenbaum’s (1962)
classic study asked high school students to rate the
likeability of hypothetical students according to
academic brilliance, studiousness, and athleticism.
His finding was that the students least liked by other
students were academically brilliant, studious, and
nonathletic. Cramond & Martin (1987) expanded
Tannenbaum’s research to include teachers’ attitudes
concerning the same three characteristics. “The
brilliant–studious–nonathletic character, often the
stereotype of the gifted student, was rated the lowest”
(p. 17) they concluded. In 2004, Lee, Cramond, and
Lee conducted a study in Korea which replicated the
Tannenbaum study and repeated the Cramond and
Martin study. The fact that the results were similar
was even more surprising in a country known for
its emphasis on the value of education and effort. In
this study, again, as in the two previous studies, the
lowest rating was given to the academically brilliant,
studious, nonathletic student. Another interesting
finding was that the hypothetical students that fit
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with that description were considered to be girls.
Girls who were academically brilliant were the least
popular. The authors concluded, “Psychologically safe
environments are necessary for all children to thrive,
and the more different a child is from his or her peers,
the more vulnerable he or she is to peer sanctions”
(Lee, Cramond, & Lee, 2004, p. 52).

Creativity Misunderstood and Unappreciated

In a similar study of gifted high school students which
began in the 1950s, Drews (1972) categorized students
as creative intellectual, studious, and social leader. She
noted that creative intellectuals “were rated by their
teachers as less creative than their social leader class-
mates whose attitudes and interests resembled those of
bankers or undertakers” (p. 36). Of the creative intel-
lectuals, the social reformers and altruists were “most
often condemned” (Drews, 1972, p. 37). She concluded
that perhaps the low ratings could “best be explained
by the fact that so many of these young people resist
the usual school routines” (p. 36).

Much has been written about a possible correla-
tion between creativity and propensity for suicide
(Jamison, 1999; Piirto, 2004; Rothenberg, 1990;
Runco, 1998; Slaby, 1992). Some have cited the high
incidence of suicide among artists and writers, espe-
cially poets (Jamison, 1993; Ludwig, 1995; Richards
& Kinney, 1990). A seeming correlation between
“bipolar disorder” and the oscillation experienced
by creative artists between the intense passion and
enthusiasm of periods of creative expansion and the
depths of darkness and tendencies toward unsocia-
bility and feelings of emptiness at the other end of
the pendulum has been discussed (Jamison, 1993;
Richards & Kinney, 1990; Slaby, 1992; Piirto, 2004).
Briggs (1990) noted that “the excited and quiescent
states that are a normal part of creative process”
are often considered pathological (p. 247). Creative
artists often despise authoritarianism (Drews, 1972).
Creative writers, for example, often attack society in
their writings. This aspect of creativity may contribute
to difficulties with life. Rothenberg (1990) stated,
“Society and creative people are often antagonistic
toward each other” (p. 158).

Sylvia Plath, the writer of poetry and prose who
took her life at the age of 31, described how she some-

times felt enthusiastic about writing and wrote pro-
lifically and at other times experienced life as if she
were in a bell jar, with its distortions and limitations
(Plath, 1971). Rothenberg (1990) and Runco (1998)
both discussed the creative artist’s drive for destructive-
ness and creation that exemplify the Janusian paradox.
Both researchers also noted the apparent inability of
some writers to free themselves cathartically from their
concerns and stressors through their writing (Rothen-
berg, 1990; Runco, 1998).

Torrance (1962) was concerned about what he
called “the psychological estrangement of creative
children” (p. 121). Giftedness is often manifested
in creative pursuits because gifted children often
think “outside the box.” Torrance realized that and
incorporated opportunities for creative expression in
his Torrance Test of Creative Thinking. Those with the
most imagination make the highest scores. The point
that Torrance was making was that in our society those
who think differently are often ostracized. Briggs,
also, referred to “our ancient aversion to things that
are different” (1990, p. 247). Yet one of the traits
that seem common to highly gifted, highly creative
youth includes unconventionality (Hébert, 2002;
Torrance, 1962). An example would be a fascination
with dark themes (Cross, 2004; Cross, Gust-Brey,
& Ball, 2002) and an identification with negative or
asocial characters (Delisle, 2000).

Kerr and Cohn (2001) stated that “there are partic-
ular subgroups within the population of gifted boys
whose members are indeed at much higher risk for
various self-destructive behaviors, including suicide”
(p. 144). Kerr and Cohn and others have concluded
that highly gifted, highly creative boys are at a higher
risk of suicide (Delisle, 1986; Kerr & Cohn, 2001;
Lester, 1999).

Highly gifted, highly creative young people are
often thinking of new ideas. According to Tor-
rance (1961) this has often resulted in a young
person’s perception of self as “a minority of one”
(p. 31). They have difficulties finding common ground
for establishing relationships. Their activities are not
the same as those of the average adolescent. While
most adolescent boys are interested in sports, cars,
and girls and most adolescent girls are interested in
conforming behaviors that lead to popularity during
the adolescent years, the highly gifted, highly creative
adolescent may be drawing or writing in a journal or
composing song lyrics.
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To summarize, there are many social and emotional
challenges facing adolescents who are gifted. Finding
meaningful relationships with adolescents and adults
who seem to understand, appreciate, and accept
them and finding safe environments in which they
can be their creative selves is a challenge. Reaching
self-understanding and developing a sense of identity
in a milieu of age peers who do not experience the
world as intensely and deeply and who do not have
the global concerns and ethical values of the gifted
adolescent is difficult.

Being Adolescent, Gifted, and Male

Establishing a Sense of Identity

Developing a sense of identity, including self-
understanding and a strong belief in self, is necessary
for personal and professional success (Hébert, 2000a).
Following his study of six high-ability urban males,
Hébert concluded that a strong belief in self “was
identified as the single important factor influenc-
ing the success of the urban males in this study”
(Hébert, 2000a, p. 106). A sense of self-identity may
include acceptance of self as an individual, establish-
ing autonomy, forming relationships based on trust,
openness, and a similarity of values, and fulfilling the
need to achieve according to Gross (1998). One of the
struggles for gifted male adolescents is reaching self-
understanding (Hébert & Speirs Neumeister, 2002).
Being different from the majority at school compli-
cates identity formulation. “The process of identity
development in intellectually gifted children and ado-
lescents is complicated by their innate and acquired
differences from age peers” (Gross, 1998, p. 1).

Often, gifted boys experience loneliness and feel-
ings of isolation when they perceive just how differ-
ent they are from the majority (Kerr & Cohn, 2001).
Delisle (1986) noted that gifted boys are often more
popular in elementary school but that this changes in
middle school. He discussed the fact that gifted boys
are often in accelerated or “gifted” classes which set
them apart from most of their classmates. In addition,
the focus of most adolescents’ attention changes in
the middle school years to what many gifted males
would consider unimportant, superficial, absurd inter-
ests. Combine this difference with a gifted youngster’s

heightened concerns for global problems and the dif-
ferences magnify. Frustration experienced by highly
gifted adolescents who are bored and alienated can turn
to anger (Dixon and Scheckel, 1996; Cross, 2001).

Cultural Expectations to be the Macho Male

Males in the United States are expected to pursue
stereotypically masculine interests. The plight of the
young, gifted male is difficult, noted Hébert (2002),
who referred to the blend of masculine and feminine
interests that is often a characteristic of gifted boys.
When a gifted adolescent male is not athletically in-
clined, he has a difficult time fitting in (Alvino, 1991;
Hébert, 1995; Hébert, 2000b). Not only does being
different from the majority at school make the process
of identity development more complicated, but being
popular is valued, especially between the ages of 11
and 17 years (Graham, 2003). Gifted males walk a
tight rope, according to Dixon (1998), often projecting
several images to the world. Some do not try to put
on a mask and are labeled “nerd” or “geek” while
others try desperately to fit in. Social acceptance is
highly valued in middle school and high school, and
not fitting in can be particularly painful. Alvino (1991)
added that self-concept problems are exacerbated by
the “traditional male ideal, on the one hand” (p. 177)
and the need to be themselves on the other.

Being true to oneself in an anti-intellectual society
is particularly tough for gifted boys (Cross, 2004).
“Receiving so little validation for the self fosters a
corresponding internal negative self-image,” according
to Silverman (1993, p. 33). Adolescents search for
who they are, but the life experiences and issues faced
by gifted students are different, stated Cross (2004).
Young adolescents are very exclusionary, forming
cliques, deciding who is popular, and emphasizing
participation in athletics as something to be admired
for males. Finding a safe environment in which to be
creative, to be different, is a challenge (Torrance &
Sisk, 1997). Parents’ expectations for their sons com-
bined with the greater sensitivity and perceptiveness
of gifted adolescents make the sense of self, the ego,
more vulnerable (Roeper, 2003).

In the United States, very few young men teach el-
ementary school because it is thought to be a feminine
profession, with values such as nurturance emphasized.
In a study of young gifted men who become elemen-
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tary school teachers, Hébert (2000b) discovered that a
combination of a firm belief in self, appreciation for an-
drogyny in terms of interests, and empathy gave these
young men the self-confidence to break with tradition.
Gifted young males are often less satisfied with them-
selves because of the pressures and expectations of so-
ciety (Kline & Short, 1991). Kerr and Cohn (2001)
pointed out that there were few initiations into man-
hood in our society. “Without these meaningful, sym-
bolic ceremonies, today’s young men are bereft of ap-
propriate ways of establishing their identity as men,”
they added (p. 127).

In the book chapter entitled “Gifted Males,”
Hébert (2002) remarked that it is a difficult time to
be a boy in this country. Gifted young males often
struggle to see themselves in a positive light, especially
because others criticize them if they do not meet the
American cultural expectations of the masculine
image (Hébert, 1995). The macho man is expected
to be “tough, competitive, independent, aggressive,
self-reliant, logical, non-emotional, and lacking in
sensitivity” (Alvino, 1991, p. 175). American soci-
ety has not changed its traditional expectations for
males (Kline & Short, 1991), which include playing
sports and being strong, silent, and stoic (Kerr &
Cohn, 2001). Kerr and Cohn began their book, Smart
Boys, by stating that “many gifted boys and men
struggle throughout their lives to ignore the urgings
of their intellectual and creative selves in order to
fulfill socially ordained masculine roles” (p. 3). They
added that it is particularly tragic for the gifted male
who sees the superficiality and transitory nature of the
masculine ideal but feels that he must adhere to it in
order to be accepted, to fit in. A boy who plays sports
can get away with reading books or even asking an
unusual question in class. But a gifted male who is not
involved in athletic pursuits and has unusual pastimes
or challenges the teacher may not be accepted by most
of his schoolmates and even some of his teachers (Kerr
& Cohn, 2001).

Messages come from the culture, the media, and
schools about what is acceptable behavior and dress for
a male (Hébert & Speirs Neumeister, 2002). The chal-
lenges to gifted adolescents to be independent, strong,
and competitive and to be able to prove their masculin-
ity when their interests, ethical values, and dress differ
markedly from the mainstream are sometimes insur-
mountable (Kerr & Cohn, 2001). Being highly intelli-
gent is even seen as a threat in a dominator society that

values power, violence, and exploitation (Silverman,
1994).

Being Adolescent, Gifted, and Female

Establishing a Sense of Identity

Rather than being able to focus on the adolescent iden-
tity questions of “Who am I” and “Where am I going?”
as teens always have, girls today are more worried about
“Who am I supposed to be?” and in the process can dis-
appear as the person they are. (Machoian, 2005, p. 8)

To understand the social and emotional issues
and challenges faced by adolescents who are gifted
and female, it is necessary, as it was for males, to
examine the social context of our American culture
(Cross, 2004, Kerr, 1994; Machoian, 2005). Gifted
adolescent females struggle to be accepted in a society
that values their physical appearance more than their
intellectual ability (Gross, 1998; Kerr, 1994; Ma-
choian, 2005). They are bored and frustrated in school
but often do not speak up or challenge the system
(Callahan, Cunningham, & Plucker, 1994). They are
expected to be the superwomen who are all things to
all people and to be caring and nurturing (Callahan,
Cunningham, & Plucker, 1994; Roeper, 1995;). In
general, they do not aspire to the professional success
of men and often do not take the rigorous courses
in school (Kerr, 1994). A conflict between their
tendencies to be perfectionistic and the lower cultural
expectations of achievement for females (Reis &
Callahan, 1989) leaves them with a confused sense
of identity and unfulfilled dreams (Hollinger, 1991;
Tomchin, Callahan, Sowa, & May, 1996).

In a 12-month study of sixth, seventh, and eighth
grade gifted females, which included interviews and
an analysis of school records, grades, and test scores,
Callahan, Cunningham, and Plucker (1994), observed
many of the characteristics that seem to prevent gifted
females from attaining success commensurate with
their intellectual ability. Though they were bored, they
did not complain or challenge the teacher, preferring
just to get the high grades with less effort or “play the
game” (Rizza, 1999).

Cultural Expectations and Stereotypes

Roeper (1995) noted that “the manner in which the
gifted girl is seen by society and how she herself re-
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acts to this perception” (p. 58) determines her sense of
self-esteem.

“When I got to middle school, it changed. Every-
one started to care about being popular, and I was into
reading and stuff. It just hit me, ‘Wow, everybody’s
changed,’ and it really made me self-conscious to speak
up in class to say what I thought” (Machoian, 2005,
p. 43).

At a high school reunion, Kerr (1994) was asked by
her gifted female classmates to determine the reasons
that they, as a group, did not aspire to professional po-
sitions equivalent to the males. Out of 24 women, 6
attained no college degree, 12 attained bachelor’s de-
grees, 3 attained master’s degrees, 1 attained a med-
ical degree, and 1 received a law degree. Years later,
Kerr (1994) reassessed the women and found that many
of them had gone on to higher educational and pro-
fessional achievements while others were homemakers
and mothers who had set aside their professional pur-
suits. But why did not more of the gifted women in
the group achieve to their potential? Why had so many
chosen vocations in education and nursing, rather than
the hard sciences?

The conflict between career goals and the ex-
pectations of others partially explained the disparity
(Horner, 1972). Hollinger (1991) stated, “Of all the
existing barriers, sex-role socialization’s impact on the
child’s developing self-belief system is the most per-
vasive and limiting” (p. 136). A decline in self-esteem
related to not giving themselves credit seemed to begin
frequently somewhere in middle school or high school
(Kerr, 1994).

In 1992, Hollinger and Fleming conducted a study
of the educational and career attainment of gifted
young women. She stated that a “recurring theme of
concern has been the degree to which gifted women
have or have not realized their potential over the
course of the lifespan” (p. 207). Dividing achievement
responses into three categories, traditional, personal,
and relational, Hollinger found that many gifted fe-
males responded that relational achievement was most
important. Also, many females chose traditionally fe-
male occupations. She concluded that by adolescence,
the young gifted female had already been exposed to
years of sex role socialization and societal stereotypes.

Horner (1970) framed this issue regarding females
and achievement as a fear of success when she con-
cluded that females anticipate social rejection if they
are successful. Thirty years later, Engle (2003) repli-

cated Horner’s study and found that the students in her
study were concerned about the “psychological and so-
cial” barriers faced by females in non-traditional fields
(p. 2).

Reis and Callahan (1989) analyzed data on female
performance in professions, business, and finan-
cial status. After pointing out that less then 2% of
American inventions were patented by females, for
example, and that females were underrepresented in
high government positions, they concluded, “It is clear
from the above statistics that bright women are clearly
adult underachievers (p. 102). The challenge, then,
is to encourage gifted adolescent females to achieve
according to their potential (Rizza, 1999). Also, Tor-
rance (1961) found that the females in his longitudinal
study were not as likely as the males to hold on to their
childhood creativity and express it in adult creative
products.

Several researchers have noted the expectation to
be caring that is directed to females (Callahan, Cun-
ningham, & Plucker, 1994; Reis & Callahan, 1989;
Roeper, 1995). Adolescent females make decisions
more from an ethic of caring” than from a sense
of what is best for them (Callahan, Cunningham,
& Plucker, 1994). Reis and Callahan (1989) posed
the question of whether this difference in moral
psychology in females should be addressed with some
differences in curriculum.

Smutney (1999) noted that gifted girls often face
a range of social pressures in schools, causing them
to shift priorities. Smart girls may fear being shunned
by other girls who may view them as showoffs or as
too academically competitive (Dixon, 1998). Girls
are likely to be rejected by peers for being smart
(Machoian, 2005). As one gifted adolescent female
replied in an interview, “I didn’t want to be too much
of a brain because I wanted guys to be attracted
to me. If you’re too smart or too successful, girls
won’t like you, either” (p. 23). Machoian (2005)
stated in her book, The Disappearing Girl, that
high intelligence becomes a depression risk factor
for girls during adolescence. Relationships with
others are defined by the gifted adolescent female
as a source of personal satisfaction and a necessary
contributor to happiness (Hollinger, 1991). If you
are not accepted, you are alone (Machoian, 2005).
As a result, many gifted females hide their in-
telligence for fear of losing relationships (Kerr,
1994).



25 Understanding Suicidal Behavior of Gifted Students 551

To summarize, some of the challenges facing
adolescents who are gifted and female include
sex role stereotyping, harassment, lowered ex-
pectations, and loss of self-esteem (Rizza, 1999).
Developing confidence in herself and trusting
her own internal voice was considered important
for personal and professional success (Hollinger,
1991).

Are Gifted Adolescents Especially
Vulnerable to Suicide?

Addressing claims that gifted adolescents are more
prone to suicide is particularly difficult because death
certificates, which have a category for cause of death
by suicide, do not contain information on whether
the young person who completed suicide was gifted,
in gifted classes, or had a high IQ. It is, therefore,
impossible at this time to compare national statistics
for suicides among gifted adolescents with statistics
for suicides among adolescents in general. Conse-
quently, research on suicide among gifted adolescents
is limited (Gust-Brey & Cross, 1998). However, some
researchers have been interested in what they think
may be a vulnerability for suicide by gifted young
people.

Terman’s conclusion following his well-known lon-
gitudinal study of 1,528 young boys and girls (857
males, 671 females) with IQ’s of at least 140 was
that gifted children become professionally successful
and personally and mentally healthy adults (Terman
and Oden, 1959; Oden, 1968). By 1960, when the
median age of the participants was 49.6 years, there
were 146 known deaths, of which 110 were by natural
causes, 24 related to accidents, and 22 by suicide (14
males, 8 females). By 1970, there had been a total of
28 suicides. This rate of 28/1,528 or 1/55 greatly ex-
ceeded the usual suicide rate of 12/100,000 or 1/8,333.
Two of the participants completed suicide at ages 18
and 19 years (Shneidman, 1996). Terman’s study was
unusual in that data were collected frequently over
many years. However, one of the drawbacks of the
study was that giftedness was determined by IQ TESTS
alone.

In longitudinal studies of individuals with high IQ’s
(Subotnik, Karp, & Morgan 1989; Subotnik, Kasson,
Summers, & Wasser, 1993), students with a mean IQ of

159 who had graduated from Hunter College Elemen-
tary School between 1948 and 1960 were followed.
The purpose was to compare the results with those
obtained from the Terman and Oden (1959) group.
The results were comparable. Subjects achieved suc-
cess professionally, had stable interpersonal relation-
ships, and good mental and physical health. Whereas in
the Terman study, males far exceeded females in pro-
fessional achievement, the difference was not as great
between the Hunter boys and girls. The Hunter girls,
however, lived in an era in which females and males
achieved higher levels of education and worked outside
the home.

In 1926, Catharine Cox published a work titled The
Early Mental Traits of Three Hundred Geniuses. This
was a retrospective study of men born after 1450 who
had achieved historical eminence. Of the 301 studied,
only 1, Thomas Chatterton, took his life, at age 17
years. Variables not considered in this study were other
gifted men who did not achieve eminence, perhaps be-
cause of illness or suicide.

Several studies have purposively studied suicide
among gifted adolescents. Seiden (1966) studied
completed suicides at the University of California,
Berkeley. His findings indicated that 67% of the
students who completed suicide had above-average
grades. Of undergraduates, 91% who completed
suicide had grades that were above average. These
data are valuable, but the criteria of “above-average
grades” at Berkeley is difficult to compare with other
studies about suicide in gifted adolescents.

Sargent (1984), after analyzing 1,500 suicide com-
pletions, suggested that adolescents who completed
suicide were more intelligent than adolescents who
attempted suicide. He stated that “better students
made the most severe attempts” (Sargent, 1984, p. 50),
adding that they used more lethal means such as guns.
The problem in applying or generalizing these data,
also, is the lack of a definition of intelligence or “better
student” that allows you to compare these results with
studies about suicide in gifted adolescents.

Some studies have considered whether students
who completed suicide attended more selective
schools or schools for the highly talented. For exam-
ple, several studies analyzing suicide rates at various
educational institutions have concluded that suicide
rates were higher at more competitive schools (Lester
& Lester, 1971; Ross, 1969; Seiden, 1966). This may
be due in part to the pressure at the selective schools.
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This would seem to indicate a higher prevalence
of suicide among gifted young people. However,
Harvard University reported a 50% decrease in suicide
incidence between 1949 and 1965 (Farnsworth, 1972).
Many variables could account for the drop in suicide
rates in these studies. Whether or not the young person
was gifted may or may not have been a contributing
factor.

Following a discussion of the representation of the
gifted among dropouts, delinquents, and those who
complete suicide, Lajoie and Shore (1981) stated, “Sui-
cide statistics and theories about the causes of sui-
cide are the most accommodating to the idea of over-
representation of the gifted, especially at college age.
No major theory of suicide includes high ability as a
contributor. . .” (p. 141). Giftedness was not cited as
an influence in any major theory of the contributors
to suicide, including those of Stillion, McDowell, &
May (1989) and Shneidman (1985).

In response to a “marked increase in youth suicide
rates over the last thirty years in a number of coun-
tries, including the United States, Great Britain, and
Australia” (p. 23), Fergusson, Woodward, and Hor-
wood (2000) conducted a longitudinal study concern-
ing risk factors for suicide in adolescents living in New
Zealand. Even though the results may not be general-
izable to the population of adolescents in the United
States or elsewhere, it could be useful because it is a
longitudinal study conducted over a period of 21 years
with frequent data collections. A sample of 1,265 chil-
dren (635 males, 630 females) born in New Zealand
in a 4-month period in 1977 were evaluated at birth,
at 4 months of age, 1 year, and then annually up to
age 16 years, again at age 18 years, and finally at age
21 years. Data consisted of parent interviews, teacher
assessments, child interviews, psychometric tests, and
medical records. Results indicated that by the age of 21
years, 28.8% of the sample participants reported hav-
ing suicidal ideation and 7.5% of the total had made
an attempt. Participants took the WISC-R and the re-
port concluded that no correlation between intelligence
level and suicide was found. Variables studied for pos-
sible correlations to suicide were family background,
SES, substance abuse, and parent–child attachment.
This seemed to be an example of the common lack
of particular attention to the variable of intelligence
or attributes of the highly intelligent as an independent
variable(s) which might affect the decision to complete
suicide.

In 1999, Lester commented, “The academically
gifted have been thought to be more susceptible
to depression and suicide, not only because of the
typical suicidogenic risk factors (such as psychiatric
disturbance, drug and alcohol abuse, and dysfunctional
family backgrounds), but also because of factors as-
sociated with their giftedness” (p. 587). He continued
by listing specific factors that might contribute to
this vulnerability, including perfectionism, sensitivity,
boredom and alienation, frustration that they cannot
achieve change in the world, and social isolation. He
noted that gifted adolescents often prefer to be alone
or engage in activities with one friend.

In an article titled “The Impact of Giftedness on
Psychological Well-Being: What Does the Empirical
Literature Say?”, Neihart (1998) noted that there
seemed to be evidence from previous studies that
giftedness enhanced resiliency, on the one hand, and
also evidence that giftedness increased vulnerability.
Neihart pointed out that though views concerning
whether giftedness increased vulnerability have oscil-
lated over the years “they are not immune to problems”
(Neihart, 1998, p. 10).

Nail and Evans (1997) reported that they compared
results on the Self-Report of Personality of the Be-
havioral Assessment System for Children between 115
gifted adolescents and 97 nongifted students from high
schools in Atlanta, Georgia. The gifted students were
volunteers from the gifted programs. The nongifted
students were randomly chosen from English classes.
Results indicated that the gifted showed fewer indica-
tors of maladjustment, even though both groups scored
generally within normal limits. Neihart (1998) noted
that the gifted participants may not have been repre-
sentative of the population of identified gifted students.
Also, even though the gifted students volunteered to
participate, they may not have been truthful in their re-
sponses. In-depth interviews following the scoring of
the instrument might have added to the strength of the
findings. Also, many gifted students who exhibit symp-
toms of emotional problems may not be in gifted pro-
grams in high school.

The weakness of standardized measures of
depression was also evidenced in the results of Nei-
hart’s (1998) study in which she compared gifted
middle school students with students of average ability
on “standardized, objective measures of depression”
(p. 12). Three groups of 30 adolescents responded
to the Multiscore Depression Inventory (MDI). The
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groups were high-ability students who were in gifted
classes, high-ability students who were not in gifted
classes, and students of average ability. Neihart
reported that the gifted students did not have more
adjustment problems than the nongifted students and
differences in the groups’ responses seemed to indi-
cate more positive mental health for the high-ability
individuals. She concluded, however, that factors such
as type and degree of giftedness, educational fit, and
individual characteristics interact to affect psychologi-
cal well-being. The results were questionable because
they were dependent on the honesty of the participants
and because of the small sample size.

Hayes and Sloat (1990) gathered data from 69
schools and noted that 8 of 42 suicide attempts in-
volved academically gifted students. In a recent study
looking into the factor structure of gifted adolescents’
responses on the Suicide Ideation Questionnaire,
Cassady and Cross (2006) concluded that a difference
existed between the gifted sample and the nongifted
group. They went on to note that the difference sug-
gests that gifted adolescents have a more multifaceted
conception of suicidal ideation.

Summary

None of the studies that have been reviewed have
yielded firm evidence for a claim that gifted adoles-
cents are more prone to suicide than other adolescents.
Some of the factors that increase the difficulties with
making conclusions based on research to this point
include varied definitions of “gifted” or “academically
talented.” In some studies, IQ scores determined
giftedness and in others GPAs or participation in
gifted classes were the determinants. Also, national
data do not report on level of intelligence since it is
not included on death certificates. Another problem
is that studies which focus on suicide attempts have
sometimes been compared with studies that involve
suicide completion. An additional factor that affects
the applicability of findings is the possibility that
responses on psychometric inventories of suicide
risk or depression may not be honest. Considering
more than one type of data collection might in-
crease the usefulness of findings. Perhaps, rather
than asking whether gifted students are more prone
to suicide than other adolescents, we could pursue

the question, “Which, if any, attributes of giftedness
seem to increase a young person’s vulnerability to
suicide?”
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