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ABSTRACT

Main characteristic of giftedness is the asynchronous cognitive and emotional development of children
even from an early age. This deviation affects the self-concept of gifted children when they join educational
environments as they compare themselves with their peers. Sometimes, this results to social anxiety that
triggers two common behavioral issues that gifted children suffer of, a condescending attitude of arrogance
or a conforming attitude of compliance. Both result to maladaptive behaviors. In this report, two cases of
gifted children are presented. In the first case, a child that displayed arrogance is presented while in the
later another that exhibited compliance, putting aside its own interests and identity, to feel accepted by its
peers. Both cases are analyzed in respect with the abilities, self-concept, emotional balance, motivation,

support systems and attitude of the children evaluated. Useful insights are provided in both cases.
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Introduction

Typically, gifted children exhibit cognitive abilities beyond their
emotional development [1]. Although Intelligence Quotient (IQ) tests
are widely used as a tool of identification of gifted individuals, they re-
main insufficient for the recognition and assessment of their qualita-
tive traits associated with giftedness [2,3]. Some of the characteristics
highly observed to gifted children are creativity, leadership skills, high
perceptual and cognitive ability, productive thinking, ego strength,
persistence [4], as well as an internal locus of control [5]. However,
all these characteristics are not pre-requisite for a child to be identi-
fied as gifted. There is no single definition that best describes gifted
children, and they are not considered as a homogeneous group [6].
Nevertheless, they all exhibit asynchronous cognitive and emotional
development since their cognitive capacity is of, at least, 2 standard

deviations ahead of their age. Consequently, it is frequently observed
that they have difficulties in adjusting in a peer environment.

As a result, they display different attitudes, have different needs
and need special assistance [7]. Due to their deviation from their
peers, gifted children often adopt an awry self-concept and exhibit
social anxiety and pressure among their peers [8,9]. This tendency
is reinforced by their self-awareness which is ahead of their age and
stems out of their advanced cognition [10]. On top of that, their de-
veloped empathy enables them to understand the expectations that
others have of them and comply with them, so that they feel accepted.
As a result, sometimes, they seem to be prone to emotional manip-
ulation, as they experience direct - verbal - and indirect - emotion-
al - projections imposed by their parents and peers. Gifted children
feel that they shouldn’t disappoint their parents and comply to the
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interests and way of thinking of their peers to gain their acceptance.
Therefore, they tend to see their deviation more as an impediment to
their relationships rather than an incentive for further personal de-
velopment [11].

The response of gifted children to this social and emotional pres-
sure varies. Sometimes, they exhibit arrogance, which derives out
of their cognitive superiority in comparison with their peers. Other
times, they choose to conform to their environment, and they prefer
not to exhibit their potential, views, and skills, in fear that their peers
will share the same awry image of them, which they have already
adopted for themselves, and isolate them [12]. The manifestation of
these attitudes by gifted children will be investigated and analyzed
through the cases presented in this paper. Motivational characteris-
tics of gifted children has repeatedly concerned the scientific commu-
nity. Motivation has been defined as “the process whereby goal-di-
rected activity is instigated and sustained” [13]. Support systems
- parents, teachers, and friends - play a key role in the formation of
their self-concept and their emotional stability. The inner locus, that
stems out of their strong self-concept and emotional stability, enables
gifted children to exploit and advance their potential instead of seeing
their asynchronous cognitive and emotional development as a draw-
back [14].

Regarding the Family Support System

According to our relevant survey conducted in Greece [15], chil-
dren accept direct - verbal - and indirect - emotional - pressure by
their parents about their academic performance. As a result, they are
confused and regard that they receive acceptance and emotional cov-
erage due to their performance. This fact leads gifted children to de-
fine their self-concept through the others’ expectations and lose their
motives and enthusiasm to chase their own path. Even in cases they
demonstrate their abilities, commonly they try to prove their worth
in response to their parents’ demands [15,16]. Any kind of emotion-
al pressure derived from parents strengthens children’s tendency to
perfectionism and weakens their desire to accomplish tasks their par-
ents disapprove [15-17]. This emotional pressure, at first, may moti-
vate the children for a short period of time. In long term, though, as
the level of difficulty rises, their high motivation turns into avoidance,
resignation, depressive symptoms [18] or anxiety disorders [19].In a
more demanding environment, the children will no longer feel confi-
dent that they will succeed and the confusion that their performance
affects their acceptance will be an insurmountable obstacle.

Regarding the Educational Support System

Itis observed that the greater the parental interference in the aca-
demic demands is, the more difficult for the children becomes to gain
self-esteem and stability [20]. Being subjected to verbal and emotion-

al pressure to perform well, they are accustomed in building their
identity around their ability to achieve. It is reported that children of
a stressful family background are observed to give up, more likely, in
case of a more demanding educational environment [21]. Being in a
low-demand educational environment, they are used in succeeding
without struggling. As a result, they build their self-concept around
their achievement ability, and they perceive difficulty purely as a risk
of ruining their self-image rather than a chance to ameliorate their
abilities. Gifted children usually find school easy and repetitive. Most
of the times, they adopt one of the two following attitudes; either they
participate in the educational process - even though they may be
bored - to meet their parents’ expectations, an attitude that results in
perfectionism, or they remain uninvolved and tend to underachieve,
since their needs are not met through the curriculum [22].

Regarding the Peer Support System

Due to their deviation in interests, performance, and abilities, gift-
ed children often stand out from their peers. As a result, they usually
confront social cohesion problems [23]. In most cases, gifted students
- especially at primary school - feel alienated and difficult to be un-
derstood. Triggered by their social anxiety, they sometimes end up ex-
hibiting either a condescending or a compliant attitude. Nevertheless,
such behaviors can become permanent if they are not addressed on
time, since they act as fundamental elements that affect the children’s
identity development [24].

Purpose of the Study

This study aims to highlight two different attitudes exhibited
by gifted children due to their awry self-concept and social anxiety:
the condescending attitude of arrogance and the conforming atti-
tude of compliance. The purpose of the study is to raise awareness
on these awry attitudes, so that they can be identified and effectively
addressed. For this purpose, two cases will be demonstrated and an-
alyzed.

Study Methodology

For this study, a psychometric tool, of several questionnaires and
tests, was used. In more detail, an IQ test (IQ Figure Reasoning Test,
FRT [25]), a semi-structured interview, 7 questionnaires provided to
children, and 2 corresponding questionnaires provided to their par-
ents, based on Renzulli’s research [26], are included in the evalua-
tion process. Questionnaires refer to children’s self-concept, attitude,
motivation, competences, interests, emotional stability, their support
systems, and preferable learning method. Through the collected data
of this procedure, 107 parameters are calculated and provide a re-
liable insight into these several factors. This psychometric tool has
proved to be accurate and suitable for a holistic profiling of gifted
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children since, in addition to their potential, it also identifies the main
factors affecting their behavior and attitudes. It considers, besides
their cognitive ability, also their emotional stability. Furthermore, it
provides an overview of their support systems and how they impact
children’s motivation, their readiness to leave their comfort zone, and
the potential that they have unlocked compared to their full potential.

This psychometric tool has been successfully used since 2017 for
the assessment of more than 2,500 children, while it was also used to
investigate the impact of emotional pressure on children because of
distance learning during quarantine in COVID-19 [15].The cases pre-
sented in this study were selected by a convenient sample of children,
6-16 years old, who appeared with their parents to “Elkyda”, the Ed-
ucational Research Centre of Charismatheia (https://charismatheia.
edu.gr/program/elkida/, accessed on 28 April 2023), to be evaluated.
They were appended for psychometric evaluation after the urge of
their teachers, either due to abnormal behavior in the classroom, or
due to a discrepancy between the view of the teacher and the parents
about the potential and needs of the children. At the beginning of each
evaluation, an informed consent agreement is given to the parents,
who can decide whether the quantitative and qualitative results of
the questionnaires can be used for research purposes in the future, in
an anonymized way and following ethical guidelines. The cases ana-
lyzed below concern children identified as gifted, who have exhibited
arrogance or conformity. In particular, the present study is focused
on their self-concept, their emotional stability, their relationship with
their support systems, the skills that they exhibit, as well as the level
of motivation to further develop their potential.

Case 1

T. is a 12-year-old boy identified as having an exceptionally high
mental potential and ability of reasoning. He exhibits a disturbing be-
havior during class, observed by his teacher who appended him for
the evaluation. He seems to have a condescending attitude towards
his peers and an inherent need to give all the answers in classroom.
This attitude disturbs the balance among min and his classmates and
makes the educational process more difficult. Although he seems to
be comfortable projecting his abilities, he doesn’t seem confident. He
constantly seeks reward, both in the educational and family environ-
ment. This was also corroborated by his attempts to peek a look at
the interviewer’s notes, during the interview in the evaluation pro-
cess, to see if he answered correctly, while he was constantly asking
for affirmation. This also confirms his incentives to be extrinsic and
imposed by others, as well as his emotional stability depends on the
environment in which he acts. At the time of assessment, he seemed
to be in a state of emotional balance, which, however, stems out of his
perception of high academic performance and achievement.

During the interview, when the level of demands increased sig-
nificantly, he demonstrated overwhelming anxiety that he could not
control. He made easy mistakes and paid more attention trying to

figure out whether he had correctly answered the previous question
than answering the next one. This fact indicates that he is used to cor-
relating his ability in succeeding with the acceptance he gets from his
parental environment. It is possible that his anxiety has significantly
intensified by his misperception that he will let down his parents in
case that he doesn’t score high. As a result, he lost his concentration,
and it became even more difficult for him to answer. T. feels happy
about his school and the educational environment he is into. He is
committed and, although he finds it to be not demanding, he partic-
ipates. It seems like he wouldn’t prefer to be in a more demanding
environment, since he couldn’t feel safe about his high performance
without abandoning his safety zone. His critical thinking and analyti-
cal skills seemed to be excellent compared to his peers’.

He seemed to have practiced a lot and intensively. He was fluent
on mental calculations and his responses were automated, an indica-
tion of his high ability, of his consistent training over the years, and of
how essential it is for him to have a top-level academic performance.
The above mentioned were also proved by his strong short-term
memory. These characteristics, along with his persistence to find the
correct answer, in any case, also indicate his commitment to perfec-
tionism. Perfectionism further indicates that T. is in an educational
environment of low demands since he didn’t prove to be efficient
when the level of difficulty raised significantly. He lost his temper and
concentration and became anxious. This proves that he is not used
to cope with difficulty in his educational environment. Although he
claims to be ready to face difficulty, he is proved to prefer avoiding it, if
it is possible. He didn’t seem to have developed the resilience needed
to restrain from anxiety. Concluding, he seems to be motivated to find
the correct answer, but not resilient enough to do so, if it lies beyond
his safety zone.

His imagination and creativity seem to be constrained by his in-
hibitions, as he fears that his more divergent ideas might lead him
astray. He enjoys teamwork and group activities, since he is looking
for a sense of belonging. Although, he doesn’t seem too eager to hear
the other team members or collaborate. For T. the participation in a
team is a chance to prove his cognitive superiority compared to his
peers. Although he believes he has leadership skills and qualities,
what seems to be most important to him is to impose his point of view
rather than compromise different opinions within the group, listen
and help others to give their best. In other words, it is through the
team that he gets the affirmation he is in need of T. doesn’t always
find good his relationship with his parents. Although they are close
to him and involved, he doesn’t always feel they understand him, and
he believes that they are overly demanding. He, sometimes, feels that
their expectations overwhelm him.

Thus, he neither feels that they are supporting him, nor feels at
ease talking to them about it and act unless he has their consent. In
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the drilling questions, during the interview, about the demands and
expectations of his parents, T. admitted that they are not verbal or
direct. “I see them so proud when I get distinctions and I want them to
be happy and proud of me”, he stated. His relationships with his peers
are poor. He feels that they are distant and not very fond of him. “They
are envious of me”, he explains. It is a challenge for him to build com-
munication strategies, to reach out to his peers, and create meaning-
ful relationships as these conflict with his perception of his parents’
academic expectations. He feels he jeopardizes the acceptance of his
parents, if he doesn’t demonstrate his supremacy, a fact that leads him
to display a competitive rather than cooperative attitude. As a result,
sometimes, he feels lonely or unhappy. In conclusion, there are lots of
things that motivate T, but there are also many other that hold him
back.

Among his motivators is the desire to prove his worth and meet
his parents’ expectations, while, among his restraints, is his fear of
failure when he tries new endeavors that expand beyond his comfort
zone. T. feels that he only finds support at school.

Case 2

M. is a nine-year-old girl, that visited our research center because
of her parents’ concern about what they described as “low self-es-
teem”. On top of that, they noticed great discrepancies among their
perception and the teachers’ perception on her cognitive ability. The
parents claim to have seen her perform in very advanced and de-
manding tasks, while the teacher claims that her performance is av-
erage and sometimes below average. The teacher claims that parents
pressure M. to overachieve, to meet their standards, while she finds
her perfectly fine in her current state. From the psychometric assess-
ment procedure, she proved to be of an exceptionally high mental po-
tential and have a superior ability of reasoning, greater than 3 stan-
dard deviations ahead of her average peers. Through the assessment,
it was observed that, to her, it was obvious that she greatly deviated,
compared to her peers. She stated that she likes many and various
things, but she prefers to do them on her own. She does several activi-
ties with her friends, such as gymnastics and swimming, although she
does not seem to prefer sports activities in the interest questionnaire.

Through the interview process, it was noted that she doesn’t want
other children to think she is odd, so she prefers not to reveal the kind
of books she reads, as well as her interest in history and crafts. She en-
joys, according to her statements, going to gymnastics and swimming
as she can meet her friends and feel included. However, she hasn’t
been doing these activities for a long time. In the past, she was used to
join in other activities chosen by her friends. This is a sign of confor-
mity, since M. does not seem comfortable expressing her desires and
interests, as she is dominated by fear of rejection. Her poor self-image
affirms the above conclusion. “I often feel like not fitting in anywhere.
I used to think less before saying or doing something but I ended up

getting everyone staring at me in a strange way. Now I do think more
in order not to stand out for what I say or do.” Her parents informed
us that she had changed school environment a few years ago, after
refusing to go to school, due to the alienation and teasing she experi-
enced by her classmates.

Her relationship with her parents seems poor. M. feels that they
are overly demanding and pressure her to improve her school perfor-
mance. However, her demonstration of good academic performance
would come in contrast with the communication strategy of compli-
ance she has adopted. In particular, she fears that in case she amelio-
rates her performance, she will be isolated, and her classmates will
understand “she has a problem”, as she stated. As a result, she believes
that her parents cannot understand and support her. Although school
seems to be easy for her, she is not getting bored. She enjoys going
to school, in order to associate with her classmates. She doesn’t usu-
ally participate in class and sometimes becomes noisy. Despite her
extremely high critical thinking and analytical skills, she is neither
competent in mental nor in automated calculations. Her weak short-
term memory, as well as her narrow attention span, are indicative of
her lack of attention in class and could both be significantly improved.
Her vocabulary is quite rich and she is a fluent speaker, which shows
that she enjoys reading books. During the interview, she became com-
municative, although at first, she seemed very shy and gave one-word
responses.

Her imagination seems to be highly developed, but her creativity
is stifled by her inhibitions. She rarely implements divergent ideas,
even though she seems to have a fluency in creating imaginary worlds
in her mind. Taking into consideration her high mental potential, she
should feel more confident in trying new things and undertaking ini-
tiatives. Although she enjoys teamwork, she hesitates to express and
support her point of view. Instead, she prefers adopting another point
of view, so she usually listens and thinks before sharing her opinion.
She tends to follow guidelines, so that she feels safe, even if she must
discard a part of herself and oppress her personal expression to do
so. She dislikes being the centre of attention and for this reason, she
avoids taking leading roles and responsibilities. However, she has a
strong sense of empathy and ability to understand what others expect
of her. She finds it easy to compromise different opinions and please
others. Even though she does not feel ready to face difficulty, she is not
annoyed by it. She seems to have developed skills, although she could
have advanced them much more. She is considered to underachieve.

During the interview, she stated that her relationship with her
peers is great. She meets some of her friends both at school and out-
side the school, in extra curriculum activities. However, the question-
naires showed that she does not feel that her friends understand her.
She enjoys being with them as well as she enjoys being alone and do-
ing the things she prefers. Her motivation is not strong or sufficient.
Although she is excited to try new things, she usually does not de-
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cide to go through with them. She feels like she gets support from her
school and friends. In conclusion, we consider that M. has not created
healthy relationships with peers and adults. She is defined extrinsi-
cally, and she is prone to modifying her identity to meet the demands
of the environment she deems most important for the fulfillment of
her emotional needs. If this trait gradually become a permanent com-
ponent of her identity, she will end up associating with people who
don’t understand her, making life choices that neither express her nor
brings her happiness. Such life conditions may, in the future, lead her
to depression, oversexualization or illegal behavior, as people having
this state of mind, define their identity through others’ acceptance,
regardless of the circumstances in which it is provided.

Summary and Discussion

The aim of this study is to highlight the attitude of arrogance and
compliance that gifted children exhibit due to their asynchronous
cognitive and emotional development. Perceiving their deviation of
their age group, gifted children strive to gain the acceptance of others
to feel “normal” and cope with their social anxiety. As a result, gifted
children are prone to emotional manipulation and tend to adopt, at
least temporarily, the demands of their support systems, on the ex-
pense of their own interests and needs. To this point of view, gifted
children need to be strengthened to gain self-acceptance and self-es-
teem, so that they can exhibit an inner locus, which is a key character-
istic for the acquisition of emotional balance and maturity. The major
issue of their maladjustment arises from their social anxiety and is
evident when they are with their peers. Although they experience
challenges of being accepted due to their divergent attitude, it should
be noted that this may not be observed, as they often use their high
perceptual ability and social awareness to conceal their deviation ef-
fectively and conform with what others expect of them.

This fact has a negative impact on their self-concept, self-accep-
tance, and self-esteem. As they define themselves through others,
they often follow paths unrelated to their interests and personal as-
pirations. In cases of children exhibiting a condescending attitude
towards their peers, it’s easier for parents and teachers to recognize
their need of acceptance and directly respond to it. On the other hand,
a child’s conforming attitude of compliance is more dangerous for
their emotional stability and relationships since it may be easily over-
looked or misinterpreted by the support systems of school and family.
While condescending and conforming postures are malfunctioning
behaviors that are normally observed in gifted children, they may re-
sult in perfectionism and underachievement, respectively, when they
become permanent characteristics of the children’s self-concept and
transform into attitudes. So, they must be addressed properly before
they negatively affect the children.

Itis strongly suggested that excessive demands should be avoided

by parents, since they should cover the children’s emotional needs
unconditionally. The demands should be set from school which role
is to impose external demands to the children so that, in time, they
will gain self-confidence and set demands on themselves. Although,
at first, overinvolvement of parents in the academic demands of the
children may mobilize children for a short period of time, it has been
proved to be an obstacle in the long run. Children perceive this pres-
sure from their parents as an emotional manipulation, they derive
that their acceptance comes on the condition that they meet their par-
ents’ expectations, and they finally build their identity around their
ability to achieve and perform. As a result, when the level of difficulty
rises, they face great fear of failure and anxiety, since they risk dis-
proving their high-performing identity. This collapse of identity and
the feeling that they have disappointed their parents, often leads to
depression or other psychopathological symptoms, anxiety disorders
and general loss of pleasure.

Conclusion

Family, as a support system, has a substantial role to create an
emotionally safe environment for children and cover their emotional
needs unconditionally. School and teachers, on the other hand, are re-
sponsible for setting, externally, demands for the children, adjusted to
their cognitive abilities, to guide their development. This separation
of roles among the support systems is crucial for the emotional sta-
bility of gifted children and the structure of their self-concept. In this
way, gifted children won'’t feel oddly because of their deviation, they
will gain self-acceptance, and build their identity around their inter-
ests and the satisfaction they get out of them, instead of their achieve-
ment score. This will enable them to cope with failure and a variety
of levels of difficulty, without be controlled by their fear of rejection.
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